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Abstract
This dissertation analyzes German-language literary texts by eight twentieth- and twenty-first-century
authors whose young protagonists travel, migrate, and seek refuge due to different sociohistorical,
political, and familial factors and thus must learn to negotiate various national, cultural, and linguistic
contexts. The works under consideration were written by a diverse group of transnational, multilingual,
and hyphenated authors: Franz Kafka, Irmgard Keun, Elias Canetti, Emine Sevgi Özdamar, Vladimir Vertlib,
Yoko Tawada, Selim Özdoğan, and Saša Stanišić. Their child and adolescent protagonists often face
multiple, intersecting forms of marginalization in their countries of origin and countries of arrival on the
basis of factors such as race, ethnicity, religion, gender, sexuality, age, nationality, documented status, and
linguistic background. As the protagonists come of age, they begin to find their voices, affecting both their
engagement with their storyworlds and the narration of their stories. The dissertation makes two
significant interventions. First, as the experience of child and adolescent migrants and refugees has long
been undertheorized in German studies, this is the first extended study to consider age alongside other
components of identity that affect their acceptance or denial by hegemonic power structures. Second, by
combining sociocultural and narratological methods that have rarely interacted in the existing scholarship
on German-language migration narratives, the study develops an analytical framework to address issues
of identity, politics, aesthetics, and form. This multivalent approach stands in contrast to dominant trends
within German literary criticism, where fictional texts written by authors of hyphenated backgrounds are
often read as thinly veiled autobiographies. The dissertation intervenes in this reductionist framework by
instead reflecting on how the social, historical, and political contexts of the storyworld impact the
protagonist, while also analyzing the author’s formal, linguistic, and structural choices beyond
expectations of authenticity. The four chapters are organized as follows: Chapter One identifies tensions
between the child focalizer and the adult narrator and traces the development of diegetic and narrative
forms of agency; Chapter Two compares and contrasts traditional and informal strategies of (self)education pursued by the young protagonists, whose access to education is often interrupted due to
sociopolitical and familial factors; Chapter Three challenges the traditional notion of Heimat by
considering transnational homelessness and chosen homelands; and Chapter Four explores language
learning, linguistic agency, and multilingual expression. By featuring young protagonists coming of age
amidst literal, linguistic, and figurative border crossings, these texts play on, reimagine, and burst open
tropes of the traditional Bildungsroman genre and thus constitute a newly theorized subgenre: the
modern transnational Bildungsroman in German.
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ABSTRACT
COMING OF AGE ON THE MOVE: YOUNG TRAVELERS, MIGRANTS, AND
REFUGEES IN 20th- & 21st-CENTURY LITERATURE IN GERMAN
Didem Uca
Dr. Catriona MacLeod

This dissertation analyzes German-language literary texts by eight twentieth- and twentyfirst-century authors whose young protagonists travel, migrate, and seek refuge due to
different sociohistorical, political, and familial factors and thus must learn to negotiate
various national, cultural, and linguistic contexts. The works under consideration were
written by a diverse group of transnational, multilingual, and hyphenated authors: Franz
Kafka, Irmgard Keun, Elias Canetti, Emine Sevgi Özdamar, Vladimir Vertlib, Yoko
Tawada, Selim Özdoğan, and Saša Stanišić. Their child and adolescent protagonists often
face multiple, intersecting forms of marginalization in their countries of origin and
countries of arrival on the basis of factors such as race, ethnicity, religion, gender,
sexuality, age, nationality, documented status, and linguistic background. As the
protagonists come of age, they begin to find their voices, affecting both their engagement
with their storyworlds and the narration of their stories. The dissertation makes two
significant interventions. First, as the experience of child and adolescent migrants and
refugees has long been undertheorized in German studies, this is the first extended study
to consider age alongside other components of identity that affect their acceptance or denial
by hegemonic power structures. Second, by combining sociocultural and narratological
viii

methods that have rarely interacted in the existing scholarship on German-language
migration narratives, the study develops an analytical framework to address issues of
identity, politics, aesthetics, and form. This multivalent approach stands in contrast to
dominant trends within German literary criticism, where fictional texts written by authors
of hyphenated backgrounds are often read as thinly veiled autobiographies. The
dissertation intervenes in this reductionist framework by instead reflecting on how the
social, historical, and political contexts of the storyworld impact the protagonist, while also
analyzing the author’s formal, linguistic, and structural choices beyond expectations of
authenticity. The four chapters are organized as follows: Chapter One identifies tensions
between the child focalizer and the adult narrator and traces the development of diegetic
and narrative forms of agency; Chapter Two compares and contrasts traditional and
informal strategies of (self-)education pursued by the young protagonists, whose access to
education is often interrupted due to sociopolitical and familial factors; Chapter Three
challenges the traditional notion of Heimat by considering transnational homelessness and
chosen homelands; and Chapter Four explores language learning, linguistic agency, and
multilingual expression. By featuring young protagonists coming of age amidst literal,
linguistic, and figurative border crossings, these texts play on, reimagine, and burst open
tropes of the traditional Bildungsroman genre and thus constitute a newly theorized
subgenre: the modern transnational Bildungsroman in German.
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INTRODUCTION

“Bir evden öbürüne bohçamı, bir şehirden bir şehire çocuğumu kaybettim.”

From one house to another, I lost my belongings; from one city to another, I lost my
child.

-Mardini Proverb

In this dissertation, I analyze twentieth- and twenty-first-century German-language
literature by eight authors who portray child and adolescent travelers, migrants, and
refugees in order to consider the challenges and benefits of coming of age amidst
multilingual, intercultural, and transnational experiences. The primary texts that will be
considered are: Franz Kafka’s Der Verschollene (posth. 1927)1; Irmgard Keun’s Kind aller
Länder (1938), Elias Canetti’s Die gerettete Zunge (1977); Emine Sevgi Özdamar’s Das
Leben ist eine Karawanserei - hat zwei Türen - aus einer kam ich rein aus der anderen
ging ich raus (1992) and Die Brücke vom goldenen Horn (1998); Vladimir Vertlib’s
Zwischenstationen (1999); Yoko Tawada’s Das nackte Auge (2004); Selim Özdoğan’s Die
Tochter des Schmieds (2005); and Saša Stanišić’s Wie der Soldat das Grammofon repariert
(2006). All featuring a young protagonist coming of age amidst literal, linguistic, and
figurative border crossings, these texts play on, reimagine, and burst open tropes of the

Throughout this study, I have chosen to maintain Kafka’s intended title rather than use
his editor Max Brod’s title Amerika, under which the novel was published after Kafka’s
death; the bibliography, however, does cite the novel using Brod’s title.
1
1

traditional Bildungsroman genre and thus constitute a subgenre that I am terming the
modern transnational Bildungsroman in German. In four thematic chapters, I identify and
consider the primary aspects of Bildung undergone by the protagonists: the development
of diegetic and narrative forms of agency; formal and informal education, as well as the
denial or interruption of education; travel and the loss and (re-)discovery of the Heimat;
and language learning, linguistic agency, and multilingual expression. I define diegetic
agency as the ability to exercise control over one’s life and have an impact on the
storyworld; narrative agency as the ability to tell one’s own story, either within the diegesis
or in extradiegetically shaping the narrative as it appears for the implied reader; and
linguistic agency as the freedom to communicate in one’s chosen language. All three of
these forms of agency are related to the development of creative praxis and selfarticulation, a fifth critical element of Bildung that is embedded within all of the chapters.
By integrating an analysis of narrative techniques and structures within a study on
the thematic concerns of transnational youth experiences, the dissertation takes a strong
methodological stance to address the lack of narratological approaches within scholarship
on migration literature, and, vice versa, the lack of analysis of migration literature within
narratologically focused studies. Methods from both classical and post-classical
narratology have been underutilized, particularly among North American Germanists, in
studies of intercultural texts. According to renowned postclassical narratologist Ansgar
Nünning, despite the recent “cultural turn” in literary studies, there remains a “relative
paucity of interest that the study of culture has bestowed on the forms and functions of
narratives, let alone on narratology as a discipline”; thus, Nünning urges scholars to
2

imagine a more fruitful collaboration of techniques from cultural studies and narratology
through the development of “contextualist narratology,” a methodology that goes “beyond
the sphere of the primarily text-centered narratology of structuralist origin” in order to
“shift interest to historical, cultural, ethnic and ideological questions that were completely
and deliberately ignored by classical narratology” (“Narrativist Approaches” 153; 158).
The aim of my study is therefore twofold: 1) to address the important factor of age as one
of the intersecting2 factors shaping these youths’ experiences, a matter that has heretofore
been under-researched within scholarship on migration literature in German; and 2) to
engage in the emerging subfield of contextualist narratology by combining intersectional
and intercultural theoretical approaches with narratological methodologies, which will
allow me to address key questions surrounding issues of agency, power, epistemology,
subjectivity, and representation.

2

This project is indebted to the work of Black feminist and queer scholars-activists who
created analytical methods to address the interaction between various forms of
marginalization. In 1978, the Combahee River Collective, a Black feminist lesbian
organization based in Boston, Massachusetts wrote a collective statement in which they
state: “we are actively committed to struggling against racial, sexual, heterosexual, and
class oppression, and see as our particular task the development of integrated analysis and
practice based upon the fact that the major systems of oppression are interlocking. The
synthesis of these oppressions creates the conditions of our lives” (264). The concept of
interlocking systems of oppression was further developed in 1989 by Black feminist legal
scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw, who coined the term “intersectionality” in an article
discussing “a problematic consequence of the tendency to treat race and gender as mutually
exclusive analysis” (139). Crenshaw argues that efforts to minimize discrimination focused
“on the most privileged group members,” which “marginalizes those who are multiplyburdened and obscures claims that cannot be understood as resulting from discrete sources
of discrimination” (140). Intersectionality has recently been productively employed as an
analytical framework by pedagogy, child development, and diversity scholar Maureen
Maisha Auma [Eggers] (2013) and German cultural studies scholars Priscilla Layne
(2015), Beverly Weber (“Gender, race, religion, faith?” 2015), Jamele Watkins (2016),
Vance Byrd (2017).
3

The traditional Bildungsroman is a fictional prose narrative following the
development, self-discovery, and social integration of a (usually middle-class, male) young
person from childhood until adulthood. This study acknowledges that there are scholars
who question whether or not the genre even exists. Jeffrey Sammons, for example,
describes it as a “phantom genre,” while Marc Redfield remarks that “it is uncertain
whether this genre exists to be described in the first place” (40). Nevertheless, the term
functions in this study as a heuristic to describe the protagonists’ development in ways that
both cohere to and differ from earlier models portraying similar coming-of-age trajectories
in German-language literary texts. In my use of the term, I draw on Anglophone literary
scholar Petru Golban’s working criteria:

first, we reject random or abusive uses of the term, as well as its being employed in
expressing false scholarship. Second, we assume and rely on the premise that the
Bildungsroman (1) is subject to precise definition, (2) represents a particular type
of novel, (3) possesses its own history of rise, development and consolidation as a
literary tradition, and, above all, (4) constitutes a system of defining elements that
are rendered typological by their thematic and narrative perspectives. Third,
however, we refuse to consider this system to be static; we are reluctant to proclaim
the death of the Bildungsroman at the beginning of the twentieth century and place
it in the context of literary history along with the romance, the sonnet, the epistolary
novel, picaresque fiction, and other once popular genres. (2)

However, before getting to the innovations to which Golban alludes, it is important to first
turn to two novels considered foundational for the genre and for inspiring the theoretical
analyses that continue to shape our current understanding. The first is Christoph Martin
Wieland’s Geschichte des Agathon (1766–67), which is analyzed in “the first significant
German theory of the novel,” Christian Friedrich von Blanckenburg’s Versuch über den
4

Roman (1774). Blanckenburg recognizes Geschichte des Agathon as a “new type of novel
that deserves to be taken seriously” and furthermore “defends the integrity of his
indigenous culture and encourages young writers to produce a German national classic”
(Kontje, History of a National Genre 7–8). Blanckenburg describes Wieland’s work as
“das schönste und noch dazu Deutscher Geburt und Ursprung” [the best and, furthermore,
the German birth and origin] of the novel, and indeed, as the best possible articulation of
the potentialities of the genre, “weil nur er allein all’ die Eigenschaften hat, die solch ein
Werk, seiner Natur nach, haben kann” [as only it alone has all of the characteristics that
such a work, according to its nature, can possess]3 (9). He continues:

Wenn wir den Agathon untersuchen: so findet es sich so gleich, daß der
Punkt, unter welchem alle Begebenheiten desselben vereinigt sind, kein andrer ist,
als das ganze jetzige moralische Seyn des Agathon, seine jetzige Denkungsart und
Sitten, die durch all’ diese Begebenheiten gebildet, gleichsam das Resultat, die
Wirkung aller derselben sind, so daß diese Schrift ein vollkommen dichterisches
Ganzes, eine Kette von Ursach und Wirkung ausmacht. Weder in den Vorschriften
Aristoteles, noch in den vorhandenen Heldengedichten finden wir einen Plan zu
einem Werk von solchem Umfange. Wir sehen in ihm vorzüglich den bemerkten
Unterschied im Rücksicht auf die Größe der Handlung, der sich zwischen der
Epopee und dem Roman befindet. […] Agathon ist, da er zu Tarent ankommt,
wenigstens einige dreyßig Jahre alt; und die ganzen Begebenheiten seines vorigen
Lebens […] sind in einem Punkt vereint. (10–11).

When we investigate Agathon: it becomes immediately apparent that the
point at which all of its episodes are unified is none other than the complete current
moral being of Agathon, his current mode of thinking and mores, which were
formed by all of these episodes, and which are simultaneously the result, the
consequence of the same, so that the composition constitutes an absolute poetic
whole, a chain of cause and effect. Neither in the regulations of Aristoteles, nor in
the available heroic poems do we find a plan for a work of such scope. We see in it
exquisitely the marked difference with regard to the size of the plot, which is
3

Unless otherwise noted, all translations are my own.
5

situated between the epos and the novel […] When Agathon arrives in Tarent, he
is at least thirty years old; and the complete extent of episodes of his prior life […]
are united at one point.

Thus, we can understand Blanckenburg’s praise of this particular kind of novel as
stemming from the totality of its scope: it shows how the early events of the protagonists’
lives lead up to their actions, beliefs, and self-understanding as adults. This sense of unity
achieved at the end of the book is dependent on the diversity of experiences throughout the
protagonist’s life, which can thus be understood as always leading toward this unified self;
these external experiences shape the internal life and self-image of the individual.
The second paradigmatic example is Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s Wilhelm
Meisters Lehrjahre (1795/6), “da sich nicht nur gattungstypologische Kennzeichnungen an
ihm orientierten, sondern er auch zum Vorbild für nachfolgende Romane wurde” (Gutjahr
7) [because, not only are generic, typological characteristics guided by it, but it also
becomes the model for subsequent novels]. As Ortrud Gutjahr points out in Einführung in
den Bildungsroman (2007) [Introduction to the Bildungsroman], “[j]ede Beschäftigung mit
der Gattung ist deshalb notwendigerweise auf die Auseinandersetzung mit Goethes
paradigmatischem Werk verwiesen” (7) [every engagement with the genre must therefore
necessarily refer back to the examination of Goethe’s paradigmatic work]. Indeed, the
inventor and first theorist of the term Bildungsroman, Karl Morgenstern, 4 cites Wilhelm

4

Archival research by literary scholar Fritz Martini in 1961 uncovered Morgenstern’s
status as the inventor of the term Bildungsroman. Morgenstern’s initial contributions “sank
promptly into oblivion” and the term Bildungsroman was thus “introduced to the critical
vocabulary by the German philosopher and sociologist Wilhelm Dilthey (1833–1941), who
6

Meister extensively in his “Über das Wesen des Bildungsroman” (1820).5 He defines the
genre as comprising novels that “more or less examine the human being as a whole and
consider also his social relations, especially as regards the deepest need that the hearts of
educated men in modern times can feel: love in its higher sense” (Morgenstern 655). Yet,
as Germanist and contemporary theorist of the Bildungsroman Tobias Boes points out,
“Morgenstern does not content himself with adulation of Goethe’s model but instead
demands new forms of the novel that might do justice to these changed and promising
times” (“Introduction,” 648), a call that we can interpret as encouraging further work on
the genre into the present day. The contrast is evident between the external journey shaping
the internal sense of self, as articulated by Blanckenburg, and the internal journey shaping
the external sense of the meaning of selfhood as experienced by a different generation of
German readers, “not inward, at the development of the protagonist, but outward, into the
real world and toward the development of its audience” (Boes “Introduction,” 648), as
articulated by Morgenstern. Subsequent analyses of the Bildungsroman have understood
the genre through marrying these two approaches: “the ‘plot’ of an apprenticeship of the
concurrent mutual shaping of the protagonist’s psyche and his integration into society at

first employed it in an 1870 biography of Friedrich Schleiermacher and then popularized
it with the success of his 1906 study Poetry and Experience” (Boes, “Modernist Studies,”
233; 231).
5 “Technically, Morgenstern had first used the term a decade earlier, in a lecture entitled
‘On the Spirit and Cohesion of a Number of Philosophical Novels’ (‘Über den Geist und
Zusammenhang einer Reihe philosophischer Romane’) that he delivered in 1809 and selfpublished in 1817. But it was only in the 1819 lecture that he set out to offer a coherent
definition of what he now clearly regarded as a new genre; indeed, the opening paragraph
of the later lecture makes clear that he did not expect his audience to have any knowledge
of his earlier usage” (Boes, “Introduction,” 649).
7

large” (Raynaud 108), thereby offering “one of the most harmonious solutions […] to a
dilemma coterminous with modern bourgeois civilization: the conflict between the ideal of
self-determination and the equally imperious demands of socialization” (Minden 15).
Beyond parameters regarding its plot and function, Gutjahr argues that the
Bildungsroman should be understood as a quintessentially German genre:

Eine Besonderheit der Gattung Bildungsroman besteht darin, dass sie weder
Vorläufer in der antiken Literatur hat, da hier nur das Versepos existierte, noch auf
vorbildgebende Beispiele in den zeitgenössischen europäischen Literaturen
zurückgreifen könnte. Vielmehr wurde die Gattungsbestimmung zu Beginn des 19.
Jahrhunderts in Deutschland vornehmlich aus der Analyse deutschsprachiger
Romane gewonnen. Der Bildungsroman gilt deshalb als spezifisch deutsche
Literaturgattung, und bis heute wird der Begriff Bildungsroman auch in anderen
Sprachen als Terminus technicus verwandt; zum Beispiel im Englischen neben
Bezeichnungen wie apprenticeship novel oder novel of formation, im
Französischen neben Begriffen wie roman d’education oder roman de formation.
(6)

A particularity of the Bildungsroman genre is that it neither has precursors
in classical literature, where there was only the epic poem, nor could it draw
inspiration from examples in contemporary European literatures. Rather, the
definition of the genre in Germany at the start of the nineteenth century was
developed primarily by analyzing German-language novels. The Bildungsroman
was, therefore, considered a specifically German literary genre, and even today, the
term Bildungsroman is used in other languages to refer to the concept, alongside
terms like apprenticeship novel and novel of formation in English, and roman
d’education and roman de formation in French.

Yet despite the genre’s close connection to the German language and culture, the
Bildungsroman must also be seen as transnational, from its origins up to its current form.
This is because, despite claims of its indigeneity and status as the literary form of German
8

modernity and national identity par excellence, the protagonists’ trajectories are far from
insular. From the earliest and most paradigmatic examples of the genre, travel and
engagement with the foreign, during a period of development Gutjahr terms “die Jahre der
Welterkundung” (8) [years of world discovery] have comprised crucial formative
experiences for the protagonist. 6 Some 250 years after the genre’s inception, travel and
learning are still closely related, as the common phrase “reisen bildet” [travel
teaches/develops] attests (Miller-Kipp 131). In terms of its reception, the Bildungsroman
itself has also traveled widely; indeed, many scholars have pushed back against the notion
of the genre’s German origins for precisely this reason. In 1975, comparatist and gender
studies scholar Marianne Hirsch writes that “[i]f the Bildungsroman has been considered a
primarily German genre, it has been for reasons that are extra-literary in nature” and instead
argues for an understanding of it as a European rather than German genre, including
examples from the English and French canons, both using the term “novels of formation”
to refer to all of these and also making distinctions between these versions where necessary

6

In his work on the genre in Aufschreibesystem 1800/1900, media theorist Friedrich Kittler
coins the term “Bildungsromanreise” with regard to Novalis’s Heinrich von Ofterdingen
(posth. 1802)––also considered among the formative examples of the Bildungsroman––
writing that the novel’s hero undertakes “eine Bildungsromanreise, bei der beinahe nichts
geschieht und beinahe alle Wissensformen und Berufe zu Wort kommen. Reines Hören auf
ökonomische, historische, archäologische, religiöse, poetische, mythologische Diskurse ist
notwendig und hinreichend, um einen urbildlichen Dichter zu erzeugen, der am
Romanende alles Gehörte in eigenen Worten und Werken wird wiedergeben können” (92)
[“a journey in pursuit of Bildung during which practically nothing happens except that
nearly all forms of knowledge and practice are present themselves in speech. Pure listening
to economic, historical, archeological, religious, poetic, and mythological discourses is
necessary and sufficient to form the archetypical Poet, who at the conclusion of the novel
will be able to set everything he has heard into his own words and works” (72)]. In this
work, Kittler traces the history of the genre to the Industrial Revolution and the French
Revolution.
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(293). It is also important to note that two of Hirsch’s German-language examples come
from authors outside of Germany––the Austrian author Adelbert Stifter’s Der Nachsommer
(1857) and the Swiss author Gottfried Keller’s Der grüne Heinrich (1855; 1879). This
reminds us of the fact that, despite being ostensibly related to German national identity,
the literary canon also is shaped by a German linguistic identity that has always pre-dated
and continues to flout national borders. Others, such as Franco Moretti in his study, first
published in 1987, have followed a similar course, arguing that German and English novels
of formation operate under a “classification principle,” whereas their French (and Russian)
counterparts operate under a “transformation principle” (7). Importantly, these two strands,
Moretti argues, are especially opposed regarding “a split in the image of youth itself. Where
the classification principle prevails –– where it is emphasized, as in Goethe and the English
novelists, that youth ‘must come to an end’ –– youth is subordinated to the idea of
‘maturity’: like the story, it has meaning only in so far as it leads to a stable and ‘final’
identity. Where the transformation principle prevails and youthful dynamism is
emphasized, as in the French novelists, youth cannot or does not want to give way to
maturity: the young hero senses in fact in such a ‘conclusion’ a sort of betrayal, which
would deprive his youth of its meaning rather than enrich it” (8). In addition to highlighting
the contributions of scholars of modern Anglophone Bildungsromane, Boes writes of the
unfortunate consequences of the genre’s alleged Germanness:

For more than fifty years following the publication of Poetry and Experience,
German scholars occupied themselves with differentiating between ever finer
gradations of Bildung and with honing the thesis that the novel of formation
possesses an inherent national particularity. During the Wilhelmine Empire, the
10

Weimar Republic and the Nazi reign, this was often done in an expressly chauvinist
fashion: the Bildungsroman was celebrated as the German answer to “decadent”
French and English “novels of society” (Gesellschaftsromane). After 1945,
polarities reversed, and critics now performed extensive post-mortems on a genre
that was decried as indicative of the German Sonderweg, the separate path into
modernity that had led the country towards fascism. (“Modernist Studies” 232–33).

It is certainly important to acknowledge, therefore, that the genre’s popularity throughout
Europe and the world has both shaped lasting perceptions of German culture abroad and
also inspired countless local variations to this day, as evinced by recent scholarly
engagement with the postcolonial, Caribbean, and socialist versions of the Bildungsroman,
to name but a few examples.7 This more expansive framework has led Tobias Boes to
describe it as “one of the most problematic entries in the lexicon of literary studies” because
of the tension between its more specific connotation within the German context and its
meaning in broader, transnational usage “to refer to almost any novel that focuses on the
development of a young protagonist” (Formative Fictions 647).
Acknowledging and engaging with these legitimate challenges to indigeneity, I
would nevertheless like to work from the simple fact of the self-image within hegemonic
German culture, which, rightly or wrongly, claims the genre as its own. As genre theory
has shown, genres only exist through social construction, which, in turn, shape genres
themselves (see Stam; Chandler). Therefore, the perception of the Bildungsroman as the
generic purview and property of a particular language, ethnicity, nationality, gender, and

7

See Thiao, Ilmonen, and Kohlmann, respectively.
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class8 can supersede the inaccuracy of this perception. The present work analyzes eight
novels and one memoir in which the protagonists differ from this traditional model in a
multitude of ways. Thus, my study recognizes that, while these examples differ from the
traditional Bildungsroman, inasmuch as a genre functions as a heuristic, evoking these
generic contexts allows me to situate the novels within the context of German literary
history while also pushing against and beyond its boundaries. The works under
consideration in this study offer several important challenges to the traditional
Bildungsroman. First, all of the protagonists’ social statuses are far removed from that of
the privileged bourgeois protagonist featured in the majority of traditional Bildungsroman,
one who voluntarily undertakes a journey as a means of self-discovery. Certainly, one can
see the difference between the journey of an undocumented girl who has been kidnapped,
as in Tawada’s novel, and that of a member of the nobility or Bildungsbürgertum engaging
in a Bildungsreise in the form of the European Grand Tour, such as Goethe’s
autobiographical account of his own Bildung in Italienische Reise (1786–88). Second,
engagement with the foreign typically involves a German character traveling abroad,
whereas in the majority of these protagonists’ experiences, German culture and language

8

Many scholars have noted the importance of social class as a critical lens through which
to understand the rise of the Bildungsroman and, relatedly, the centrality of the bourgeois
protagonist, understood as an individual undergoing a process of formation, as its hero.
Feminist German studies scholar Christine Lehleiter explains that “the rise of this
autonomous self is closely linked to the rise of the bourgeoisie and its historically
unprecedented assertion in questions of faith and love. However, the bourgeoisie’s newly
found self-confidence did not provide it with more access to power and influence in the
political sphere. Therefore, while forgoing political ambitions, it retreated into the private
sphere. Bildung (education, formation) became the space for ‘compensation,’ in which
inner value was created, since access to the aristocratic sphere and thus to political authority
remained unavailable” (22).
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themselves are rendered as foreign; in the case of Kafka’s and Keun’s novels, the German
protagonists’ Germanness is a challenge to their ability to find a new place to call home,
and is therefore not treated as an asset. Third, as has been the trend in the Bildungsroman
and anti-Bildungsroman throughout the twentieth century, the primary materials under
consideration do not follow the teleological arcs of yore, presenting the protagonist’s life
from early childhood through successful integration into bourgeois adult life through
marriage and a suitable career, which almost none of these protagonists achieve. Instead,
the protagonists take journeys to adulthood that are circuitous, cyclical, and surprising.
Despite a recent proliferation of scholarship on migration, multilingualism, and
interculturality in German studies, these issues have rarely been considered within the
context of coming-of-age narratives. Yet, this is a topic of increasing concern due to recent
events around the world that have caused young people to migrate and seek asylum in
historic numbers, especially in a scholarly landscape that has developed increasing
awareness of how migration is experienced differently by different groups. In developing
her “ethics of border-crossing fiction,” within the spheres of South and Southeast Asian
and South African writing, Shameem Black uses the term “social difference” in order to
attune readers to the many possible forms of marginalization across experiences of
migration:

In tackling the question of envisioning alterity, this body of literature strives to offer
new approaches to representing social difference. By “social difference,” I mean
the many distinctions by which otherness is created as a category with significant
social implications. These forms of difference can be perceived as political,
cultural, economic, linguistic, or even biological […] [including] differences of
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nationality, ethnicity, religion, gender, language, class, species, or other
recognizable categories; at the same time, it also encompasses the many divisions
in experience that separate, for example, the healthy from the suffering or the
literate from the illiterate. These constructions of difference are often overlapping,
irregular, and unevenly intense; one particular vision might be animated in a
particular place and time while muted in another. Although, in the right
circumstance, virtually any experiential distinction can be used to create the
perception of otherness, my book is particularly concerned with dramatic visions
of alterity that invoke troubling (though never stable nor singular) hierarchies of
power. I concentrate on moments when subjects seek to represent forms of social
difference that have been associated with oppression, marginality, or ideologies of
inferiority. (2)

Despite providing an expansive list of traits, Black does not mention one of the key metrics
for exclusion included in this study: age. There is a surprising lack of studies giving
sustained attention to the nexus between these topics and the issue of childhood, or, more
specifically, the role of the foreign child/youth focalizer9 in literature for adults written in
the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Among the most prominent scholars on
transnational and migrant literatures in German, few have included age within their rubrics
of difference. The term “childhood” does not appear in the indices of highly regarded
scholarship in this subfield, including the work of Leslie Adelson, Azade Seyhan, Tom
Cheesman, B. Venkat Mani, Michael Hofmann, and Yasemin Yildiz. As scholarship
becomes increasingly intersectional, the category of age remains understudied. Given the
current issues affecting young migrants and refugees across the world, from family
separation at the southern U.S. border, to unaccompanied minors seeking refuge within
Germany and across the European Union, our analyses must expand to include and, indeed,

9

The focalizer, as developed by Mieke Bal based on Gérard Genette’s term “focalization,”
will be discussed further in chapter one of this dissertation.
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center the representation of these multiply marginalized individuals. The narratives also
offer alternative perspectives on well-trod ground; focalized through the young
protagonists’ eyes, these narratives provide a history from below of important events over
the past century that caused individuals to migrate into and out of the German-speaking
world, from two world wars and the rise of antisemitism and Nazism, to the politics and
economics of a divided Germany and the dissolution of Yugoslavia.
Given the specific aims of this study, its scope precludes the inclusion of other
assuredly worthwhile materials; the reasons behind these choices are articulated below.
First, the study focuses on long works of prose literature––all novels with the exception of
one memoir. Second, it does not consider literature written for children or youths, except
insofar as it makes reference to theoretical approaches to analyzing the child protagonist in
children’s and youth literature. The implied reader of the primary texts analyzed in this
study is an adult who is proficient in German. This is in service of my goal to explore the
types of epistemological tensions that occur between both extra- and intradiegetic adults
(including, therefore, the adult reader) and the child and youth protagonists; this feature
will be explored in chapters one and four, in particular. Third, furthering the generic
specification of the objects of analysis, the study does not include extensive analyses of
pre-twentieth century primary materials, except when these are in direct conversation with
the works of these eight authors, such as through intertextual reference or allusion, or when
such a comparison illuminates a key similarity or difference between the main texts and
their historical antecedents. Nor does it, fourth, consider texts primarily written in
languages other than German or translated into German, although all of the texts it does
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consider are themselves multilingual. This choice is partially a product of my own
disciplinary specialization; yet it is primarily an intentional decision to theorize a
heretofore unnamed subgenre: the modern transnational Bildungsroman in German.
Despite renewed interest in the Bildungsroman, the majority of scholarly attention on the
genre within the context of German studies begins with its foundational works in the
eighteenth century and ends in the nineteenth century. This troubling paucity of analysis of
twentieth- and twenty-first century Bildungsromane does not match the trends of literary
production; as Rolf Selbmann claims in the second edition of Der deutsche Bildungsroman
[The German Bildungsroman] (1994):

Während im letzten Drittel des 19. Jahrhunderts der Bildungsroman außer im
trivialen Unterhaltungsroman keine Fortsetzung mehr findet, läßt sich mit dem
Beginn des 20. Jahrhunderts eine merkwürdige Renaissance der Gattung
beobachten. (146)

Whereas, in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, there were no further
installments of the Bildungsroman beyond trivial beach reads, at the start of the
twentieth century, one can observe a remarkable renaissance of the genre.

Whether Selbmann would consider some of the works featured in this study to be trivial is
somewhat beside the point; as will be discussed below, their authors are generally highly
celebrated by the literary establishment and a few have also found commercial resonance.
In a cultural context that has sought to draw a line between Leitkultur and Popkultur, this
form of convergence indicates a recent tendency for German literature to find resonance
among a broad contemporary readership (Voigt and Ukena). Anke S. Biendarra describes
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a German contemporary literary scene in which “zeitgenössische Poptexte durch ihre
formal-ästhetischen Experimente und die narrative Integration poststrukturalistischer
Theoreme durchaus einen Ausdruck kritischen Engagements darstellen” (125)
[contemporary pop-literature expresses critical engagement through its use of formalaesthetic experimentation and the narratological integration of post-structural theorical
approaches]. Stanišić himself points to the “almost-mainstream” prominence of writers
with immigrant backgrounds, humorously writing: “Immigrant literatures are not an isle in
the sea of national literature, but a component, both in the depths, where the archaic squids
of tradition live, and on the surface, where pop-cultural waves hit the shore” (“Three
Myths”).
Yet despite the availability of novels to analyze and the increasing interest in
“immigrant literatures,” there are surprisingly few systematic analyses of twentieth-century
(not to mention twenty-first-century) German-language Bildungsromane, and even fewer
analyses of novels written by authors of hyphenated backgrounds. Indeed, most German
studies scholars who analyze post-nineteenth-century Bildungsromane focus on novels
written by a fairly small group of almost exclusively white, male, canonical authors––in
particular, Rainer Maria Rilke, Thomas Mann, or Hermann Hesse. Important monographs
and edited volumes that include approaches to twentieth-century novels include, in
chronological order of publication, Jürgen Jacobs and Markus Krause’s Der deutsche
Bildungsroman: Gattungsgeschichte vom 18. bis zum 20. Jahrhundert (1989), which
analyzes Mann and offers briefer analyses of examples from both the German Democratic
Republic and the Federal Republic of Germany before the fall of the Berlin Wall; James
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Hardin’s edited volume Reflection and Action: Essays on the Bildungsroman (1991), which
includes chapters on Rilke, Mann, Hesse, and Christa Wolf; Todd Kontje’s The German
Bildungsroman: History of a National Genre (1993), which includes analyses of the
ideological underpinnings of the genre as they were understood in the Nazi and post-WWII
eras, as well as poststructuralist, psychoanalytical, and gender studies approaches; the
aforementioned Selbmann monograph, in which he analyzes Mann, Robert Musil, Günter
Grass, Peter Handke, and Botho Strauß; the second edition of Moretti’s The Way of the
World (2000), in which he considers, in a short appendix, Mann, Musil, Robert Walser,
Rilke, and Kafka’s Amerika, alongside non-German-language authors; Michael Minden’s
The German Bildungsroman: Incest and Inheritance (1997), in which Mann makes another
appearance; Boes’s Formative Fictions: Nationalism, Cosmopolitanism, and the
Bildungsroman, which looks at Döblin and Mann; and, most significantly, Gutjahr, who
gives the most sustained analyses of the largest number twentieth-century novels by Hesse,
Wolf, Özdamar, and Ulla Hahn. Despite these engagements, I argue, there is still an urgent
need for additional analyses of works that both engage with the tropes of the
Bildungsroman genre and also position themselves and their protagonists as transnational
and multilingual within the context of German-language culture in the twentieth and
twenty-first centuries.
In fact, it is in the preface to the second edition of Moretti’s aforementioned volume
that the thrust of such a project already becomes visible. In defending his first volume’s
exclusive focus on male writers portraying (white) male European figures of the
bourgeoisie and aristocracy, he writes:
18

And the Bildungsroman of the others –– women, workers, African-Americans…?
The simplest reply to this frequently posed objection would point out how the
spatio-temporal coordinates of my study (European culture between the French
revolution and the triumph of capitalism) inevitably excluded later texts. But a
deeper reason for those exclusions lies in the very elements that characterize the
Bildungsroman as a form: wide cultural formation, professional mobility, full social
freedom –– for a long time, the west European middle-class man held a virtual
monopoly on these, which made him a sort of structural sine qua non of the genre.
Without him, and without the social privileges he enjoyed, the Bildungsroman was
difficult to write, because it was difficult to imagine.
The mistake of my book, then, is not that of having ‘denied’ the
Bildungsroman to this or that human group, as if it were health coverage (which
indeed should never be denied to anybody); it consists rather in never fully
explaining why this form was so deeply entwined with one social class, one region
of the world, one sex. Just think of how social mobility, which is such an essential
trait of the Bildungsroman, literally vanishes in the presence of manual labourers
[…] A short, oppressive youth […] A youth without the right to dream: this is what
makes the working-class Bildungsroman incomparable to Wilhelm Meister or Père
Goriot (ix–x)10

Unpacking these claims, the tautology of Moretti’s defense of his project emerges; he
defines the Bildungsroman as emerging strictly within particular geographical, linguistic,
and temporal contexts and the protagonists thereof as being defined by a narrow and
particular set of characteristics, which limits his analysis to the work of authors who were
producing literary texts within those contexts about protagonists fitting this description.
However, as already stated, Moretti did go beyond the initial “spatio-temporal” limitations
of his first study to include novels from the twentieth century in this expanded edition, at
which point he could have also chosen to expand his frame to include women writers,
writers of color, immigrant writers, writers of various socioeconomic statuses, and so on.

10

The latter example is the title of Honoré de Balzac’s 1853 novel.
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While it is certainly true that the genre was “deeply entwined with one social class, one
region of the world, one sex,” my study chooses to make this fact a starting point for
engaging with literary works that offer various challenges to this model, its ideologies, and
its aesthetics, rather than as the justification for their exclusion.
It is also important to reflect on the fact that even the paradigmatic Wilhelm Meister
does not solely feature characters matching Moretti’s description; indeed, women, lower
class individuals, and unconventional and unsavory types form a significant part of the
novel’s cast of characters. However, these marginalized figures are primarily important
insofar as they are instrumentalized to help Wilhelm on his path towards Bildung; they do
not manage to achieve their own Bildung. In her work on pedagogy and androgyny in
Wilhelm Meister, Catriona MacLeod argues that, whereas “the transvestite Mariane and the
androgynous Mignon provide Wilhelm with the aesthetic and erotic experiences that form
an important part of the program of Bildung,” these same characters “remain excluded from
the possibility of growth and are denied access to the symbolic order, the world of the
Turmgesellschaft” (Embodying Ambiguity 119). This exclusion from Bildung most
dramatically impacts Mignon, whose premature death in early adolescence puts an abrupt
halt to her development. While her ailing health greatly upsets Wilhelm and occasions
several important plot points in the novel, Friedrich Schiller suggests in a letter to Goethe
dated July 2, 1796 that her death is processed far too quickly by the other characters:

Mignons Tod, so vorbereitet er ist, wirkt sehr gewaltig und tief, ja so tief, daß es
manchem vorkommen wird, Sie verlassen denselben zu schnell. Dies war beim
ersten Lesen meine sehr stark markirte Empfindung; beim zweiten, wo die
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Ueberraschung nicht mehr war, empfand ich es weniger, fürchte aber doch, daß Sie
hier um eines Haares Breite zu weit gegangen sein möchten. Mignon hat gerade vor
dieser Katastrophe angefangen weiblicher, weicher zu erscheinen und dadurch
mehr durch sich selbst zu interessiren; die abstoßende Fremdartigkeit dieser Natur
hatte nachgelassen, mit der nachlassenden Kraft hatte sich jene Heftigkeit in etwas
verloren, die von ihr zurückschreckte. Besonders schmelzte das letzte Lied das Herz
zu der tiefsten Rührung. Es fällt daher auf, wenn unmittelbar nach dem
angreifenden Auftritt ihres Todes der Arzt eine Speculation auf ihren Leichnam
macht, und das lebendige Wesen, die Person so schnell vergessen kann, um sie nur
als das Werkzeug eines artistischen Versuches zu betrachten; ebenso fällt es auf,
daß Wilhelm, der doch die Ursache ihres Todes ist und es auch weiß, in diesem
Augenblick für jene Instrumententasche Augen hat, und in Erinnerungen
vergangener Scenen sich verlieren kann, da die Gegenwart ihn doch so ganz
besitzen sollte. (187–88)

Mignon’s death, though we are so well prepared for it, has a powerful and deep
effect, so deep, that to many you will seem to quit it too soon. At the first reading
this was my very strongly impressed feeling; at the second, where there was no
longer surprise, this impression was weaker; still, however, I fear that you may have
gone a hair’s-breadth too far. Just before this catastrophe Mignon has begun to
appear more developed and womanly, and thereby to be for her own sake more
interesting; the repulsive heterogeneity of her being had relaxed, and with the
relaxation had subsided that forbidding impetuosity of her nature. Especially did
that last song melt the heart into the deepest emotion. It appears, therefore, odd,
when immediately after the exciting scene of her death, the physician makes an
experiment upon her corpse, and can so quickly forget this animated being in order
to regard her as the instrument of an artistic trial; it seems equally singular that
Wilhelm, who is, too, the cause of her death, and who also knows it, should at such
a moment have eyes for that bag of instruments, and be able to lose himself in the
recollection of past scenes, while the present should possess him wholly. (150–51)

Schiller’s frustration is that, just as Mignon seemed to be developing fruitfully––a
trajectory Schiller problematically ties to Mignon’s sudden and short-lived gender
conformity––she dies and is immediately and somewhat heartlessly instrumentalized by
the doctor as a test of his aesthetic and scientific prowess. But is it not also true that Mignon
was utilized by all of the men in her surroundings as the “Werkzeug eines artistischen
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Versuches” [“instrument of an artistic trial”] throughout her short and tragic existence? Is
this not precisely the function that the female and other marginalized figures serve in
Wilhelm’s Bildung, and, indeed, in Goethe’s own project of his Bildungsroman? In life as
in death, Mignon functions as the tool––the object––of Bildung rather than its subject.
By focusing on innovations made by hyphenated writers in their portrayals of
marginalized figures, this study offers challenges to long-standing assumptions by Moretti
and others regarding the supposed limitations of the Bildungsroman genre. This study will
therefore investigate how and why certain figures have been denied the possibility of
occupying this subject position and analyze the ways in which these figures fight against
this denial. In order to contextualize the importance of innovations to the Bildungsroman
genre, which has long been considered an integral part of German cultural history and has
shaped perceptions of German national and linguistic identity, it is helpful to trace a brief
intellectual history of scholars whose work has explored the relationship between literary
conventions and the development of hegemonic national identities, as well as how these
conventions and concomitant identities have been challenged by the contributions of
authors from non-hegemonic backgrounds.
Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities (1983) examines literature and
“national print-languages” more broadly as tools of nationalism. To parse the origins of the
nation-state, Anderson draws connections between various

interconnected yet

complicating factors, such as Enlightenment thought, the devaluation of religion in light of
scientific discovery, print culture, and capitalism. Anderson argues that nationalism
flourished after certain long-held beliefs and values, unquestioned since antiquity, were
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challenged by new methods of production and ideologies. He relates book publishing with
the creation of a standardized vernacular language, which in turn created the feeling of
camaraderie between otherwise unrelated persons. Of particular note for my study is that
Anderson cites Johann Gottfried Herder (1744–1803), who notes in book seven of Ideen
zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit that “‘jedes Volk ist Volk; es hat seine
National Bildung wie seine Sprache’” (qtd. in Anderson 69–70) [every people is a People;
it has its national Bildung and its language]; Anderson describes Herder’s declaration as a
“dream” (70), yet it is evident that such dreams often influence the reality of cultural
production and vice versa. Building on Anderson’s premises, in the introduction to his
edited volume Nation and Narration (1990), Homi K. Bhabha focuses on the ambiguity of
the nation and asks how this ambiguity presents challenges to “narratives and discourses
that signify a sense of ‘nationness’” (2). Instead of looking at traditional authorities as the
definers of the nation, he suggests that narratives, in spite of and precisely because of their
ambiguity and subjectivity, can be read to provide a more accurate, if more varied, version
of contemporary life in a given nation. Importantly, he looks to the space carved out by
and for marginal and minority writers to provide:

a much more substantial intervention into those justifications of modernity –
progress, homogeneity, cultural organicism, the deep nation, the long past – that
rationalize the authoritarian ‘normalizing’ tendencies within cultures in the name
of the national interest or the ethnic prerogative. In this sense, then, the ambivalent,
antagonistic perspective of nation as narration will establish the cultural boundaries
of the nation so that they may be acknowledged as ‘containing’ thresholds of
meaning that must be crossed, erased, and translated in the process of cultural
production. (4)
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Bhabha sees writing from those who are seen as not belonging or not conforming to a
predetermined sense of national identity as changing and challenging the norms that define
this identity. He stakes a claim for these writers, who live both “within the margins of the
nation-space and in the boundaries between nations” (4), because he believes that the
“other” is not outside us, but rather, the most distilled and productive version of us. Bhabha
writes that “[s]uch a pluralism of the national sign, where difference returns as the same,
is contested by the signifier’s ‘loss of identity’ that inscribes the narrative of the people in
the ambivalent, ‘double writing’ of the performative and the pedagogical” (305). Thus we
can see connections between such far-flung figures as Herder, near contemporaneous early
critics of the Bildungsroman, who noted its utility as an instructional source for its readers,
and Bhabha, as all of them emphasize literature’s pedagogical function.
In continuing to unpack the interaction between the Bildungsroman’s deep-rooted
generic conventions and the more recent innovations made by the authors in this study, I
would like to expand on the framework offered by Bhabha by considering the work of other
post-colonial theorists. Post-colonial theory offers approaches to understanding the
relationship between writers representing “the ‘peripheral’, the ‘marginal’, the
uncanonized’” (Ashcroft et al 3) and the center that shifts under the weight of this
challenge. One important concept from post-colonial theory that will help frame this study
is “writing back,” which was first theorized by Salman Rushdie in his July 3, 1982 article
in Times, “The empire writes back with a vengeance.”11 Two important caveats are that,

11

Another important concept that one might expect to find in my study is the question of
“Can the Subaltern Speak?” first addressed by Indian post-colonial and feminist scholar
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak in her 1983 essay by that name. Although this study analyzes
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first, much of the post-colonial theory to which I will refer is based on the Anglophone
context, and, second, that I am not labeling the authors I analyze German post-colonial
subjects, as none them are from Germany’s former colonies, including German East Africa,
German South-West Africa, German West Africa, and German New Guinea. To this
second point, however, as post-colonial theorists Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen
Tiffin suggest in the second edition to their influential work The Empire Writes Back 12
(1989), the question of who can and should be regarded as post-colonial is more complex
than it might seem at first glance:

the term post-colonial might provide a different way of understanding colonial
relations: no longer a simple binary opposition, black colonized vs. white
colonizers; Third World vs. the West, but an engagement with all the varied
manifestations of colonial power, including those in settler colonies. The attempt
to define the post-colonial by putting barriers between those who may be called
‘post-colonial’ and the rest, contradicts the capacity of post-colonial theories to
demonstrate the complexity of the operation of imperial discourse. (200)

the development of the protagonists’ voices and the extent to which they are able to express
themselves and be heard by those in their surroundings, I do not think it is appropriate to
employ Spivak’s terminology of the subaltern, which she has borrowed from Italian
Marxist philosopher Antonio Gramsci. As Spivak clarifies in an interview with Leon de
Kock in 1992, “everybody thinks the subaltern is just a classy word for oppressed, for
Other, for somebody who's not getting a piece of the pie. […]They define it as the people,
the foreign elite, the indigenous elite, the upwardly mobile indigenes, in various kinds of
situations: everything that has limited or no access to the cultural imperialism is
subaltern—a space of difference. Now, who would say that's just the oppressed? The
working class is oppressed. It’s not subaltern.” (45–46). Respecting the clear distinction
Spivak makes between subaltern and Other, I will not be appropriating this term.
12 The authors borrow their title from Salman Rushdie’s article.
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Using a definition of post-coloniality that considers this complexity, the authors’
backgrounds come to the fore a bit differently and allow a consideration of the impact of
post-imperial contexts on their lived experiences. Kafka’s Prague was part of the AustroHungarian Empire when he was born there in 1883; it became the capital of the newly
independent Czechoslovakia in 1918 and was occupied by Nazi Germany fifteen years
after Kafka’s death in 1924. Turkey, the home country of Özdamar and Özdoğan’s families
and the protagonists they portray, and Japan, where Tawada is originally from, were
themselves imperial powers into the twentieth century. Vertlib’s home town of St.
Petersburg was the capital of the Russian Empire for two hundred years until attacks from
German troops in the First World War necessitated the capital be moved to Moscow.
Stanišić’s native Višegrad was ruled by the Ottoman and Austro-Hungarian Empires, and
was one of the main sites of genocide when ethnic conflicts boiled up into the Bosnian War
that broke up Yugoslavia; as will be argued later on in this dissertation, these various postimperial contexts are important factors in his characters’ communal and individual
identities. It would be quite difficult to analyze Tawada’s novel without acknowledging its
post-colonial context; the protagonist is a girl whose native Vietnam was formerly
colonized as part of the French Indochina and she reflects on the effects and aftermath of
coloniality during her time in Paris. The United States, the setting for the novels by Kafka,
Keun, and Vertlib, is, of course, a settler colony; the myth of America as a land of
opportunity for immigrant-settlers is thematized by all three authors. Because of all of these
resonances, it is not hard to see the relevance of coloniality as a historical and analytical
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frame for these authors’ work, and, therefore, the relevance of post-colonial theory to
understanding their work.
It is important, however, to not elide the distinction between German post-colonial
subjects and writers (and their protagonists) who immigrate to German-speaking countries
from countries that have their own post-colonial and post-imperial contexts, but who were
nevertheless not the victims of Germany’s comparatively brief but still devastating colonial
rule. Monika Albrecht has compellingly argued that, particularly within the context of
Muslim immigrants to Germany, “German postcolonial criticism is at odds with both the
public perception of German ethnic diversity and, perhaps more importantly, the self-image
of the very minority groups who are turned into postcolonial subjects by the logic of certain
types of postcolonial criticism,” while Britta Schilling has asserted that “a line needs to be
drawn between a historically specific German postcolonialism and the racisms, xenophobia
and issues of a modern multicultural society tout court” because “[m]ost migrant and
minority communities in Germany are not from the former colonies” (432). Schilling
suggests that such comparisons to the immigration context can be illuminating when used
judiciously and without erasing the historical contexts of German colonialism or the
present lived experiences of Afro-German post-colonial subjects:

if we return to the idea of European postcolonialism as a process of ‘working
through’ the colonial past, we find that two issues at the heart of contemporary
multicultural Germany are indeed linked back directly and concretely to the
legacies of German overseas colonialism: questions of migrants’ citizenship and
anti-racist activism. (433)
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The issue of migrants’ citizenship is certainly a significant aspect of this study. But beyond
the specific imperial and colonial contexts and even beyond the issue of citizenship brought
up by Schilling, I suggest that post-colonial theory can be employed because of how the
authors rework and challenge the tropes of a national literary genre in narratives that feature
protagonists that have long been considered outside the scope of the German project of
Bildung. Moreover, in their navigations of societies that try to exclude their efforts to
participate and be accepted, the protagonists’ experiences reshape notions of Bildung; these
innovations take the form of either showing strategies non-hegemonic individuals use to
achieve traditional and classic forms of Bildung or by showing alternate forms of learning
and development outside of and in opposition to these traditional and classic forms.
These two approaches can themselves be understood through two competing ideas
in postcolonial theory regarding the challenge of “inside” generic conventions from
“outsider” non-hegemonic writers. On the one hand, there is the approach Helen Tiffin
advances in her influential essay “Post-colonial Literatures and Counter-Discourse”
(1987). Tiffin addresses the impossibility of a return to a “pure” pre-colonial culture for
the post-colony, because “[p]ost-colonial cultures are inevitably hybridised, involving a
dialectical relationship between European ontology and epistemology and the impulse to
create or recreate independent local identity” (17). Tiffin’s argument in favor of this
approach is that subsuming post-colonial texts as “counter-discursive responses to the
dominant tradition” of the literary canon would have the potential to “implicitly or
explicitly invoke notions of continuation of, or descent from, a ‘mainstream’ British
literature, consciously or unconsciously reinvoke those very hegemonic assumptions
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against which the post-colonial text has, from its inception, been directed” (19; 20). John
Marx, on the other hand, argues that repudiation and revision of the European canon can
only work to the extent to which postcolonial writers can separate their writing from their
European-oriented education, which emphasizes the superiority of European cultural
traditions, which are themselves the result of the imperial enterprise. He thus considers the
notion of rewriting somewhat problematic, as post-colonial authors who engage with
European texts such as The Tempest and Heart of Darkness make their work accessible
only to readers familiar with European literary history and forms, alienating anyone
without a Euro-centric education. Marx argues instead for the “mainstreaming” of
postcolonial texts, so that they are read alongside earlier canonical texts to create a “new
and improved canon” (93). He tasks postcolonial literature with the pedagogical
responsibility “once claimed by the Western canon of mediating and defining the essential
elements of our humanity” (94). This is no short order, but Marx is certain that these texts
must be read as, “less the limit than the enabling condition of literary enterprise” (95).
Tiffin’s and Marx’s contrasting approaches both agree on the importance for post-colonial
writers to be recognized for their, as Tiffin labels it, “counter-discursive field of activity,”
lest the European canon itself does away with these political concerns and acts as colonizer
on these texts. This seems to be what Marx means when he suggests that postcolonial
literature and the canon should be thought of as “embattled allies within the academy”
(Marx 95). A scholar who balances both of these approaches in ways that are helpful for
the present study is John Thieme, who writes in the introductory chapter on “parents,
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bastards and orphans” in his 2002 study, Postcolonial Con-texts: Writing Back to the
Canon:

Whether or not they set out to be combative, the postcolonial con-texts invariably
seemed to induce a reconsideration of the supposedly hegemonic status of their
canonical departure points, opening up fissures in their supposedly solid
foundations that undermined the simplism involved in seeing the relationship
between ‘source’ and con-text in terms of an oppositional model of influence.
Attractive though binary paradigms have been to some postcolonial theorists, the
evidence invariably suggested a discursive dialectic operating along a continuum,
in which the influence of the ‘original’ could seldom be seen as simply adversarial
– or, at the opposite extreme, complicitous. […]

My use of the terms ‘con-text’, to indicate postcolonial texts that engage in direct,
if ambivalent, dialogue with the canon by virtue of responding to a classic English
text, and 'pre-text', to refer to the canonical texts to which they respond, is not
simply a convenient shorthand. It is also intended to suggest the need to locate the
postcolonial works in broader contexts than those offered by the apparently
determinant pretexts for writing provided by their English ‘parents’. So, although
‘con-texts’ is a term that may initially suggest oppositionality, it is used here to
refer also to the full range of discursive situations (contexts), many of which have
little or nothing to do with the canon, from which the counter-discursive works
emerge. Often the English pre-texts are only invoked as a launching pad (pretext)
for a consideration of broader concerns. The aim, then, is two-fold: to examine
ways in which postcolonial counter-discourse does write back to the canon and to
suggest the limitations inherent in a view that only locates such writing in relation
to its English ‘originals’, when they are frequently disputing the very ground on
which any such encounter might take place. Moreover, while some of the texts
discussed very obviously foreground cultural agendas, others only do so obliquely
and demonstrate little or no obvious interest in engaging the canon in battle. (2; 4–
5)

Thieme uses metaphorical language of the family in describing the relations between works
within the dominant English-language canon that function as “parent” “pre-texts” and texts
that are written by post-colonial writers drawing on, reimagining, and challenging similar
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themes, plots, and discourses. Interestingly, although Thieme refers to genre sporadically
throughout his study, he does not draw a connection between his use of vocabulary of the
family and genre theory. Making this connection will allow me to consider how the
concepts of “writing back” and “con-texts” can be applied to the authors’ innovations in
the Bildungsroman genre. For decades, genre theorists have drawn on Ludwig
Wittgenstein’s concept of Familienähnlichkeit [family resemblance] from his volume
Philosophische Untersuchungen (posth. 1953) [Philosophical Investigations]. 13 As
influential genre theorist Stephen Neale has shown in his work on film, genres are “not
systems” but rather “processes of systematization” (51). Therefore, while it may seem
tempting to consider a genre as a fixed set of objective characteristics, including themes,
plots, structure, and form, this does not take into account that genres are temporally,
culturally, and linguistically bound. Indeed, just as reading cannot not occur in a vacuum,
genre-making and recognition are social acts that require familiarity with cultural practices,
values, tropes––that require, in short, a frame of reference beyond the individual text, or,
indeed, beyond literature per se. Therefore, in this study, in order to understand the antihegemonic development of a genre long associated with traditional conceptions that delimit
who has access to subjectivity, education, and agency, I apply the insights of post-colonial
theory and other theories of alterity to unpack the relationship between generic “parents”
and their transnational, multilingual, and structurally transgressive “bastards and orphans.”

For a critical overview of the appropriation of Wittgenstein’s term by genre theorists,
see Fishelov (1991).
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In this endeavor, I join other scholars who have recently made important recent
strides toward including novels that have long been excluded from the Bildungsroman
genre. These feminist, post-colonial, queer, and other progressive theoretical and critical
lenses offer challenges to the genre’s gatekeepers and offer challenges to Bildung’s
supposedly inherent limitations. Citing scholars working on the Anglophone context, Boes
notes in his 2006 article:

During the past few years, attention within twentieth-century Bildungsroman
studies has increasingly shifted towards post-colonial and minority writing. As a
result, it has become obvious that the critical commonplace of a decline of the genre
during the modernist period is a myopic illusion. In reality, the novel of formation
continues to thrive in post-colonial, minority, multi-cultural, and immigrant
literatures worldwide. […] Given the demonstrated exclusivity of the genre as it is
traditionally understood, however, post-colonial critics have rightfully asked
themselves whether the very notion of Bildung does not serve to reify hegemonic
ideology. (239)

Similarly, within the Germanophone context, Christine Lehleiter has recently suggested
that “questioning the concept of the self that forms the basis of traditional definitions of
the genre” helps us to understand the lack of analyses of female writers and their female
protagonists (21). She traces the history of this exclusion back to Friedrich Schlegel’s
influential essay “Über Goethes Meister” (1798) [On Goethe’s Meister], where he presents
a “gendered dichotomy” in which “sentimentalism (Empfindsamkeit) is a female attribute,
and Bildung is a male attribute,” a distinction through which he simultaneously “assert[s]
the autonomy of the male’s character that organically develops from the inside out” and
renders impossible the same teleological journey toward autonomy for female protagonists
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(22–3). She notes that, despite the initial inclusion of works by several female writers, such
as Sophie von La Roche’s Die Geschichte des Fräuleins von Sternheim (1771) [The
History of Lady Sternheim], in studies of the genre from the early twentieth century,
scholars soon began to exclude their works, leading to the genre’s “masculinization” for
many decades and shaping dominant scholarly discourses into the present day. In her
reading of Sternheim, Lehleiter discovers that La Roche creates a “model of a discursive
self” as “a means to oppose the reduction of women to nature and a presocial, private
position” which “thereby opens up a space for female selfhood” (32). Lehleiter argues that
this form of female selfhood can be understood through Gilles Deleuze’s concept of the
fold, which “suggests that we need to not think about the self in terms of internal/external,
inside/outside, private/public but in terms of the double” (33). In his book on Michel
Foucault, Deleuze writes:

But the double is never a projection of the interior; on the contrary, it is an
interiorization of the outside. It is not a doubling of the One, but a redoubling of the
Other. It is not a reproduction of the Same, but a repetition of the Different. It is not
the emanation of an ‘I,’ but something that places in immanence an always other or
a Non-self. It is never the other who is a double in the doubling process, it is a self
that lives me as the double of the other: I do not encounter myself on the outside, I
find the other in me. (81)

Expanding Lehleiter’s use of Deleuze’s concept, I suggest that, as they come of age in a
context that both excludes them and demands their assimilation, the multiply othered
protagonists I study trouble the distinction between self and other; thus, sense of self is a
process of finding “the other in me,” an other that is both represented by the normative
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expectations of the host society and by the othered self, whom the self has made other
through the internalization of these same normative expectations. Therefore, by
understanding the connections between the texts in my corpus and the genre’s traditional
standard bearers, this study seeks both to interrogate how these protagonists have
historically been and continue to be excluded from access to classical forms of Bildung and
to theorize how their strategies of working within, against, and beyond these traditional
systems of identity formation allow us to reimagine what Bildung and the development of
selfhood can look like in contemporary transnational, transcultural, and multilingual
contexts.
The fifth priority of my study is that, while all of the authors are themselves
multilingual and have experiences of migration, I do not dwell on comparisons of the
authors’ lives to those of the characters they create. While occasional reference to the
biographies of the authors will be made where relevant (and is, indeed, quite unavoidable
in the case of Canetti’s memoir), the study understands these texts as autonomous, aesthetic
works of literature irrespective of the authors’ lived experiences, rather than as examples
of the Schlüsselroman form [roman à clef] or of Betroffenheitsliteratur [testimonial
literature]. Granted, several of these works could justifiably be categorized as autofiction,14
as they fulfill what novelist and literary scholar Philippe Vilain describes as the “two
fundamental clauses” of the genre:

As Vilain notes, the term was “invented and defined in 1977 by Serge Doubrovsky upon
publication of his novel entitled Fils (Son): ‘Fiction, made up of events and facts that are
strictly real’” (5).
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(1) nominal (autofiction requires homonymy among its author, narrator, and
character; this clause distinguishes autofiction from the autobiographical novel, in
which the author bestows a borrowed name upon a character); (2) generic
(autofiction plays on generic ambiguity, on its “contradictory pact,” on presenting
itself as both absolutely referential, since it is subject to a principle of factual
exactitude, and nonreferential, since by claiming to be a novel it attest to [indicates,
announces] its entrance into fiction [...] It is possible that the singularity of
autofiction has to do with its indefinable character or, more precisely, with the fact
that since its creation its definition has been a matter of constant question, the object
of a recurrent attempt to make it more precise. (5–6)

Among the works I analyze, the correspondence of Özdamar’s and Stanišić’s
autobiographies, combined with the homonymy factor,15 certainly would seem to invite an
autofictional interpretative framework. Nevertheless, I am not entirely convinced that this
approach would be the most productive, precisely because it threatens to elide the very
differences in the child and adult points of view my study seeks to underscore. 16 The
In both cases, the novels both fulfill and challenge this stipulation. The last book of
Özdamar’s trilogy reveals that the previously unnamed protagonist is named “Emine,”
which would seem to put a check in this column. However, this is actually not the author’s
birth name, but was rather a nickname she adopted after it was given to her by Turkish poet
Ece Ayhan Çağlar. Similarly, Stanišić names his protagonist “Aleksander,” of which the
author’s name “Saša” is a diminutive form. The near-match of these author’s names with
the names they give their protagonists seems to emphasize, rather than minimize, their
texts’ fictionality.
16 A related but potentially more useful theoretical generic lens would be Ansgar Nünning’s
concept of the “fictional meta(auto)biography,” which he describes as representing
“significant innovations in the treatment of biography and autobiography as a literary
theme because what they highlight is the process of biographical reconstruction and the
protagonists’ consciousness of the past rather than a represented historical world as such.
Instead of focusing on and portraying the life of real historical individuals on the diegetic
level of the characters, fictional metabiographies are generally set in the present but
concerned with the appropriation, reconstruction, and transmission of the biographee’s life.
Such novels typically explore how characters try to come to terms with the past” (“Fictional
Metabiographies,” 203).
15
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decision to focus on the structural aspects of the works without drawing conclusions based
on the assumed correspondence (or lack thereof) to the authors’ lives is in keeping with a
recent push by scholars such as Yasemin Dayıoğlu-Yücel and Brent Peterson, who both
advocate the development of interpretative frameworks that decenter non-native and
hyphenated authors’ autobiographical connections to their subject matters and instead
focus on the aesthetics of the narratives themselves. When compared with the fact that
Roland Barthes first published his analysis of the author as “enter[ing] into his own death”
through the act of writing (Barthes 142) in 1967, this move with regard to texts by Germanlanguage writers of migrant heritage or with hyphenated identities is belated and therefore
especially urgent. Dayıoğlu-Yücel suggests the term “New World Literature” as a way to
consider the “sociological impact” and “symbolic capital” of texts that “cannot be
attributed to a single, if any, national canon” and that deal with “the experience of
migration, caused by colonization and decolonization, escape from political oppression,
discrimination and war, or the search for better living conditions” (“New World Literature”
64), while Peterson suggests that, “rather than continuing to make choices based on
authors’ biographies, we could abandon the twin categories of ‘migrant author’ and
‘migrant literature’ and replace them with the text-based alternative of “migration
narratives” (85). This move away from analyzing the authors’ biographies is not to suggest
that their own experiences are irrelevant for their writing or for how their writing has been
interpreted. As Dayıoğlu-Yücel importantly points out with regard to reception,
“[d]ifferences in privilege cannot be neglected and are reflected in various ways in
contemporary literature” (“New World Literature” 64). Rather, the choice to focus on the
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formal, aesthetic, and structural choices of the authors allows these authors’ work to be
seen as participating within the larger context of German-language literature––in this case,
within one of its key indigenous genres––a designation that has long been denied several
of them precisely because of their alterity. This study thus takes seriously DayıoğluYücel’s insistence that “[s]o-called migrant writing needs in depth literary analysis using
literary critical approaches and tools, as well as to socio-cultural discourses” which will
help “establish migration literature in the heart of Germanistik and provide the symbolic
capital which the work deserves” (“Authorship and Authenticity” 196).
Given this focus, the study acknowledges that, while there are several dozen other
novels that could have been included, ranging from the aforementioned classics by
canonical writers, such as Rainer Maria Rilke’s Die Aufzeichnungen des Malte Laurids
Brigge (1910) [The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge] and Günter Grass’s Die
Blechtrommel (1959) [The Tin Drum], to celebrated contemporary works, such as Yadé
Kara’s Selam Berlin (2003) [the title is the same in English] and Herta Müller’s
Atemschaukel (2009) [literally “Breath-Swing”; trans. The Hunger Angel, Philip Boehm
(2012)], it does not seek to be comprehensive. Instead, it seeks to put the selected novels
and memoir in dialogue with one another through a series of close readings across a set of
shared themes, analyzed through the application and development of contextualist
narratological approaches, which will be outlined in Chapter One and continue to be
developed throughout the study.
The History of the Foreign Child in German-Language Literature
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The development of the conception of childhood in European cultures as a life stage
distinct from adulthood occurred in the seventeenth and early-eighteenth centuries. 17
However, according to comparatist Ala Alryyes:

[I]t is not the child who was missing before then [the eighteenth century], but rather
the adult. For the dependent subject, a child, is ubiquitous. The emergence of
childhood as a separate stage of human development and a theme of narration is, I
believe, inextricably intertwined with the modern citizen’s desire to differentiate
himself or herself from the dependent subject of absolutism, a subject of long
imaged as a child. If the bourgeois sought freedom, he also desired a discovery of
the “real,” age-defined child and a limited childhood. (124)

Thus, the aspiration to independence in adulthood defines childhood as a time of
dependency. At the same time, though, Alryyes acknowledges that not all who were
considered dependents were children and that independence was thus not a hallmark of
adulthood as it actually was but as it was idealized; the status of individuals who were
variously disempowered within society did not change from dependent to independent with
the end of childhood. Therefore, he reasons, “as long as the age difference does not bring
consent and freedom, I will continue to call him/her a child to emphasize that dependence;
hence, coercibility” (122). This section of my introduction considers how childhood has
been defined and narrated as the counter-image to adulthood across the intersection of

17

The first theorist of the invention of the concept of childhood during the European
Enlightenment was French medievalist and historian Philippe Ariès in his book Centuries
of Childhood: A Social History of Family Life [trans. Robert Baldick, 1965; original title:
L'Enfant et la vie familiale sous l'Ancien Régime (1960)].
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different identificatory factors as a necessary backdrop for approaching the objects of this
study’s analysis.
The invention of childhood led to the emergence of theories of child-rearing and
pedagogy in the form of popular didactic conduct manuals. Two hugely successful
examples in the German-speaking context are Joachim Campe’s work for boys, Theophron
oder Der erfahrne Rathgeber für die unerfahrne Jugend (1783) [Theophron, or The Expert
Guide for Inexperienced Youth], and his follow-up for girls, Väterlicher Rath für meine
Tochter: Ein Gegenstück zum Theophron. Der erwachsenern weiblichen Jugend gewidmet
(1789) [Fatherly Advice for my Daughter: A Complement to Theophron. Dedicated to the
Developing Female Youth]. The division of rules of conduct governed by a strict gender
binary was typical of this genre, as was writing for an implied bourgeois audience. HansHeino Ewers explains that this “erzieherische Auffassung des Kindes als Noch-nichtMenschen” (12) [educational conception of the child as not-yet-person] began to find
creative expression in novels featuring child protagonists, which served to reinforce these
pedagogical and didactic treatises and allowed them to increase their impact through the
fictional realm:

Daß bei der imaginären Ausgestaltung von Kindheitsideen im späten 18.
Jahrhundert die Literatur, hierbei vornehmlich die epische, eine herausragende
Rolle spielt, kann einen nicht verwundern. Dort, wo die pädagogische Reflexion
nicht mehr bloß praktikable Anweisungen und Faustregeln zu liefern hat […]
tendiert sie von sich aus ins Literarische, drängt sie aus dem Theoretischen ins
Romanhafte - in ein Medium, das dem Gegenentwurf, dem Utopischen mehr
Spielraum gewährt. (Ewers 8)
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That the imaginative embodiment of notions of childhood played a
significant role in literature, particularly epic forms, of the late eighteenth-century,
should not come as a surprise. There, where pedagogical reflection has more to
offer than utilitarian instructions and rules of thumb […] it moved freely towards
the literary, pushing it from the theoretical into the novelistic, into a medium that
provides its alternative, the utopian, more latitude.

Ewers includes in this group texts such as Ludwig Tieck’s Franz Sternbalds Wanderungen
(1798) and Novalis’s Heinrich von Ofterdingen (1800/1802). However, he then notes that
the portrayal of childhood experience began already in the late eighteenth century to
expand beyond these fictional, yet idealized, depictions to include works that, like Johann
Heinrich Jung’s Heinrich Stillings Jugend (1777) and Karl Philipp Moritz’s Anton Reiser
(1785–1790), offered a “geradezu veristischen Schilderung einer unterdrückten Kindheit”
(8) [nearly verisimilar portrayal of a repressive childhood]. Ewers continues, explaining
that as childhood begins to be seen as its own autonomous life stage, the depiction of the
child as not-yet-human yet educatable also turns him or her into the Other of the adult:

Aus dem unvollständigen Menschen ist mit einem Male ein anderes, ein von
Grund aus fremdes Wesen geworden, das seine eigene, zunächst ganz rätselhafte
Vollkommenheit hat. […] Der Blick auf die Kindheit wird mit einem Ruck einer,
der in die Fremde geht und dem ethnologischen sich annähert.
Wirkungsgeschichtlich geht die aufgeklärte Konstruktion des Kindes als eines
fremden Wesens voraus; der Knabe Emile wächst sich bereits im ausgehenden 18.
Jahrhundert zu einem neuen Kindheitsmythos aus. Gleichzeitig aber ist eine
alternative Konstruktion des Kindes als exotischem Wesen präsent; bei Herder trägt
es wunderlich fremde, archaische, morgenländische Züge. Doch hat sich erst zu
Zeiten der romantischen Literaturbewegung diese Kindheitsidee in kindlichen
Figuren verdichtet: Sie nimmt Gestalt an in der Mignon des „Wilhelm Meister", in
Marie und ihrer Tochter Elfriede aus dem Tieckschen Elfenmärchen, in der kleinen
Marie Stahlbaum aus dem Hoffmannschen Nußknackermärchen, um nur einige
Beispiele zu nennen. (12)
40

Out of this [conception of the child as an] incomplete person, suddenly a
completely foreign being was formed, that had its own particular––at first glance
quite puzzling––sense of completeness. […] The perspective on childhood
suddenly became one that travels to a foreign land and approaches an ethnological
gaze. In the reception history, the enlightened construction of the child as a foreign
being came first; by the end of the eighteenth century, the boy [protagonist of JeanJacques Rousseau’s 1762 book] Emile had already grown into a new mythology of
childhood. At the same time, the alternative construction of the child as an exotic
being is present; for Herder, the child bears fantastically foreign, archaic, and
Eastern features. But only by the time of the Romantic literary movement did this
conception of childhood solidify into child figures: the concept is embodied in
Mignon in [Goethe’s] Wilhelm Meister, in Marie and her daughter Elfriede in
[Ludwig] Tieck’s The Elves, in the little Marie Stahlbaum of [E.T.A.] Hoffmann’s
“The Nutcracker,” to name a few examples.

On the one hand, children were thought of as incomplete adults, a depiction that persists to
this day and that has recently come under sharp criticism from educational sociologists,
such as one critic, who asks, “warum werden Kinder stets in Hinblick auf ihre
‚Unfertigkeit‘ behandelt?“ (Hungerland 72) [why are children always treated on the basis
of their “incompleteness”?]. On the other hand, children are thought to possess a
mysterious and magical interior life that adults are unable to fully comprehend or even to
access––the narration of which will be explored by this dissertation’s comparative study of
the authors’ various structural, thematic, linguistic, and aesthetic choices.18

18

One of the components lending this feeling of foreignness and exoticism that Ewers does
not mention was gender non-conformity, as seen in the figures of Mignon and the
eponymous child in Hoffmann’s Kunstmärchen “Das fremde Kind” (1819), both of whom
are characterized by ambiguous and shifting gender identities. See Catriona MacLeod’s
Embodying Ambiguity for an analysis of Mignon, whom she describes as “the most radical
image of androgyny in Goethe’s work” (102).
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But when and from whence did this concept of the child as incomplete and
mysterious emerge? In his study on the depiction of foreign children in literature around
the year 1800, Dieter Richter compellingly connects Enlightenment discourses with the
exotification of the figure of the child:

Die Geschichte der Kindheit und der Prozeß der Zivilisation verlaufen parallel. In
vielen Punkten damit parallel verläuft auch der Prozeß der »europäischüberseeischen Begegnung 19«. Ähnlich wie die Ethnologie sich konstituiert als
Reflex der Erfahrung fremder, außereuropäischer Kulturen, der »Wildheit« und
»Unzivilisiertheit« der Eingeborenen, so entstehen die Kindheitsbilder der
bürgerlichen Gesellschaft im Gefolge einer »ethnologischen Erfahrung im eigenen
Land«. Gemessen an den Verhaltensstandards der (»gebildeten«) Erwachsenen
erscheinen Kinder zunehmend als unzivilisiert, als kleine Wilde, und dies in der
doppelten Bedeutung des Wortes. (Richter, “Einführung”)

The history of [the invention of] childhood and the process of civilization occurred
simultaneously. Also overlapping at many points is the process of “European
overseas encounter.” Similar to how ethnology constructs itself as a reflection of
the experience of foreign, non-European cultures and the “wildness” and
“uncivilized” way of the natives, images of childhood emerge in bourgeois society
as an “ethnological experience in one’s own country.” When measured by the
behavioral standards of (“cultured”) adults, children were increasingly seen as
uncivilized––as little savages, in both senses of the term.

19

The terms “europäisch-überseeischen Begegnung,” “Wildheit” and “Unzivilisiertheit,”
recall the title of Urs Bitterli’s 1976 monograph, Die “Wilden” und die “Zivilisierten”:
Grundzüge einer Geistes- und Kulturgeschichte der europaisch-uberseeischen Begegnung.
The first of these terms must be understood as a problematic euphemism for the immense
destruction caused by Europeans’ practices of settler-colonialism and imperialism,
genocide of indigenous peoples, and enslavement of Africans, events which participated in
shaping the dehumanizing discourses that fashioned non-European peoples as “savage”
vis-à-vis the “civilized” self-image within hegemonic European culture.
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Equating the foreigner, and in particular, the colonized Other with the child implies that
both are in need of education in order to be accepted into European polite society, although
the extent to which this education would facilitate acceptance for the non-European or
otherwise non-conforming individual is questionable and, even centuries later, is
insufficient in a European society that continues to define itself as white and Christian.
Thus, the effect of the patronizing and infantilizing attitudes toward children and people
from non-Western European backgrounds is redoubled when one is both a child and a
foreigner, particularly a non-white, non-Christian, and/or non-male foreigner.
Therefore, in considering texts that feature the foreign child as a protagonistfocalizer whose interior life is illuminated through strategies of narration, the trope of the
foreign child undergoes a powerful transformation from object to subject; this change has
implications for both the hegemonic society and the multiply marginalized protagonist,
implications which can be effectively explored by analyzing examples of the proposed
genre of the modern transnational Bildungsroman in German. Recent scholarship in the
context of American literature has taken a similar approach. For example, Claudine
Raynaud writes that, in the African-American Bildungsroman, the “discovery of American
society’s racism is the major event in the protagonist’s development and in his ‘education’”
thereby framing childhood as “either the moment for a happiness never to be retrieved, an
age of innocence, or a time already plagued by the torments inherent in the condition of
being black in America” (106), while Rocio Davis notes that Asian-American writers
“deploy narratives of their childhood years as literary acts that articulate their individual
processes of self-identification and negotiation of cultural and/or national affiliation” (2).
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In the case of my texts, oftentimes the key symbols of identity formation are material
objects directly related to either migration or Bildung. Writing about Kafka’s protagonist,
Karl, Anne Fuchs attunes us to a seemingly banal yet actually vital object, the passport:

The passport found in the suitcase is the official document which endorses the
immigrant’s identity. It attests to his name as well as to his place and date of birth.
It should also contain the visa which gives the immigrant official entry rights and
entitles him to work and to settle down. […] [Karl] usually delegates the act of
introducing himself to an official document. His reluctance to utter his own name
is a first hint of his lack of a proper self” (29).

The fact that Karl points to his passport as a means of maintaining and legitimating a stable
sense of identity and identification is a theme that can be seen across many of the texts that
will be analyzed in this study; furthermore, when such a document is denied or expires, an
existential crisis ensues, with this rejection from society in turn destabilizing the progress
within the realm of the self. As will be shown throughout this dissertation, because the
interaction between self and society is even more fraught with regard to migrant 20 figures,
their coming-of-age narratives give us particular insights into the project of Bildung, who
can achieve it, what ideology it serves, and how it can be productively reimagined into a
more inclusive form.

20

It should be noted that not all of the formative challenges experienced by the protagonists
are due to their status as foreigners; they begin their Bildung before leaving home and along
the way they also learn lessons that are similar to those of normative protagonists.
Therefore, this dissertation also analyzes experiences that are applicable beyond the frame
of the migration that pertain to a young person’s development more broadly.
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Introductions to the Primary Literature and Authors
The range of authors analyzed in this project allows me to participate in the extant
and ever-growing scholarly discourse surrounding high-profile writers, like Kafka, Canetti,
Özdamar, and Tawada, while also bringing attention to comparatively under-researched
and emerging writers, like Keun, Vertlib, Özdoğan, and Stanišić. Comparing authors from
a range of different backgrounds is also an important contribution to the scholarly
discourse; foundational work within the field of transnational German studies tends to
analyze authors of similar backgrounds together, such as Turkish-German authors, Eastern
European authors, East Asian authors, Jewish German authors, and so on. Building on these
insights, my project reads literature from across the transnational Germanophone context
and is thereby positioned to make comparative arguments that are not attributed to the
authors’ heritage but rather to their aesthetic choices. As each of the primary texts is
analyzed in multiple chapters, this section briefly introduces each text in chronological
order of publication, provides brief biographical information about the authors, and
addresses how each text will be utilized in the study. Where a published translation exists,
I also note the name of the translator used for the English-language passages. Otherwise,
the passages quoted in English throughout this dissertation are my own translations.
Franz Kafka was born in 1883 in Prague, which was at that time part of AustriaHungary, and died in 1924 in Kierling, outside Vienna, Austria. His family was part of the
assimilated German-speaking Ashkenazi Jewish population, although he also spoke Czech,
Yiddish, which he learned as an adult, French, and Italian (Preece 1). Considered by many
to be “the most cosmopolitan of all German-language writers” (Preece 1) and one of the
45

most influential figures of twentieth century expressionism and modernism, Kafka’s work
has somewhat ironically been both highly treasured within the German-language canon
and analyzed within the context of non-hegemonic literature, from Gilles Deleuze and Félix
Guattari’s influential Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature (1986) to scholars on multilingual
and border-crossing literature in this millennium, including Azade Seyhan in Writing
Outside the Nation (2001) and Yasemin Yildiz in Beyond the Mother Tongue: The
Postmonolingual Condition (2012). In his fragmentary first novel In Der Verschollene
[Amerika: The Missing Person, trans. Mark Harman], written from 1912 to 1914 and
published posthumously by Max Brod in 1927, Kafka portrays Karl Roßmann, a teenage
boy from Prague, as he struggles to find safety, success, and fulfillment in his new life in
the U.S. Despite tirelessly working to find gainful employment and protect his meager
assets, Karl becomes a failed migrant, with each chapter showing him spiral further into
oblivion until he meets an uncertain end. Although he is repeatedly forced into adulthood
by the unsympathetic adults in his surroundings, he is still a mere adolescent, unable to
deal with the expectations of adult life despite genuine efforts. Due to Karl’s increasingly
unsuccessful efforts at gaining stability as “the space for integration is gradually undone”
(Wasihun 465), the book will be read as an Antibildungsroman that unveils the difficulties
of being marginalized in multiple ways as a young person, a forced migrant, and a victim
of sexual assault. 21 The novel is especially instrumental in Chapter One, where I theorize

As Harman notes, the novel “bears only a parodistic resemblance to the classic European
bildungsroman, Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister, and is much closer to Jakob von Gunten, an
anti-bildungsroman by the quirky Swiss modernist Robert Walser, about a character who
sets out to become a nobody” (xx).
21
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Karl’s diegetic and narrative agency alongside similar themes presented by Tawada’s
novel, and Chapter Three, where I discuss the protagonist’s inability to make the United
States his home due to various structural inequalities.
Irmgard Keun was born in Berlin in 1905 and raised primarily in Cologne,
becoming an overnight sensation at age 26 upon publishing her debut novel, Gilgi, eine
von uns [Gilgi, One of Us] in 1931. A few years later, the Nazis, accusing the author of
harboring dangerous anti-German beliefs, banned her books. Nazi literary critic Kurt
Herwarth Ball urged Keun to give up her decadent tendencies and instead “deutsch
schreiben, deutsch reden und deutsch denken” (ctd. in Marchlewitz 14) [write German,
speak German, and think German], while other Nazis branded her work “Asphaltliteratur,”
a term one scholar has defined as “großstädtisches, nicht mehr heimatlich verwurzeltes
Schrifttum” (Küpper 50) [literature of the big city, no longer rooted in the Heimat]. With
her life and work under threat and surveillance, Keun left Germany and sought exile
throughout Europe and the United States; during this time, she published several exile
novels, including Kind aller Länder (1938) [Child of All Nations, trans. Michael
Hofmann22], which follows ten-year-old protagonist Kully’s travels around Europe and the
U.S. as her father, a writer whose work has been banned by the Nazis, seeks income to
support his family and a safe place to call home. The fictional family travels to Brussels,
Ostende, Warsaw, Prague, Salzburg, Nice, Amsterdam, New York City, and Norfolk,
Virginia, closely following a path trod by the author herself. Whereas Kully’s family’s

22

This is Michael Hofmann the German-American translator, no relation to Michael
Hofmann, the aforementioned scholar of intercultural and Turkish-German literature.
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story breaks off when they arrive back in Amsterdam, with the ominous threat of
impending war, Keun’s continues; after falsely reporting her own suicide in 1940, Keun
snuck back into Nazi Germany and survived the war under an assumed identity due to the
increasing difficulty of residing abroad. It is important to point out that, because the novel
ends in Kully’s early childhood, it is not a Bildungsroman. However, it is included in this
study because, as I will argue in Chapter Three, Kully can be interpreted as a Mignonfigure––one who has significantly more control over the focalization of her story and
interiority than does Goethe’s tragic character. Long relegated to the catacombs of trivial
literature and pulp fiction, Keun’s work was resuscitated in the 1970s by feminist scholars,
yet there is still much left to be discovered. My approach is to acknowledge that, despite
Keun’s status as a German national and German native speaker since birth, analyzing the
novel within the frame of exile and migrant literatures in German allows us to connect
themes and structures in her work with that of migrant authors who arrive to German and
German-speaking countries later in life. As will be shown in Chapters Two and Four, the
protagonist’s status as a white German exile who is marginalized within her non-German
surroundings offers an interesting complement and counterpoint to the non-German
migrant and refugee protagonists arriving to German-speaking countries.
Elias Canetti was born in a Sephardic Jewish community in Ruse, Bulgaria, in 1905
and died in Zürich, Switzerland, in 1994. His first language was Ladino (also known as
Judeo-Spanish), but he also spoke Bulgarian as a young child; he learned English after his
family moved to England as a young child; yet German, which he began learning before
moving with his family to Vienna, Austria and “the fifth language that he had learned by
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the age of eight,” became his primary literary language (Eigler 168). His experiences in
various linguistic and national contexts have caused him to be described as “a truly
European writer” (Eigler 168) and he published in an array of genres, including collections
of creative and critical non-fiction, a novel, and theater plays. In 1938, he sought exile in
England in order to avoid persecution by the Nazis, but continued to write in German. His
time spent in his early adult years in Vienna and Berlin allowed him to connect with writers
such as Robert Musil, Hermann Broch, and Bertolt Brecht; he, in turn, influenced writers
such as Salman Rushdie, Siegfried Lenz, and Günter Grass, although he was still,
incredibly, “relatively little known when he received the Nobel Prize for literature in 1981”
(Eigler 168). Die gerettete Zunge (1977) [The Tongue Set Free, trans. Joachim Neugroschel
(1979)] is the first of Canetti’s three memoirs and reflects on his childhood experiences in
Bulgaria, England, Austria, and Switzerland, ending in the interwar period of increasing
antisemitism and political and social instability. Despite the memoir’s status as a memoir–
–making it the only work of non-fiction included in this study––due to its structure and
themes, I agree with Marilya Veteto-Conrad, who views it as a Bildungsroman, arguing
that “[t]his intent gives The Tongue Set Free a liberating and redemptive feature aside from
its other merits […] The author’s tongue has been saved or set free, but the reader profits,
too, from the insights the author offers on culture and language” (80). In this sense, it
fulfills both Blanckenburg’s and Morgenstern’s specifications for the genre, as discussed
above. Canetti’s memoir will be analyzed in Chapter One, where I compare it with
Özdoğan’s novel in order to theorize the concept of information gaps; Chapter Two, where
I look at the effects of nationalism and war on education, as well as the protagonist’s
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ritualized and eroticized reading practice; and Chapter Four, where I discuss conceptions
of language learning, gender, and power.
Born in Malatya, Turkey in 1946, Emine Sevgi Özdamar has become one of the
most prominent hyphenated authors in the German-speaking world since the debut of her
short story collection Mutterzunge [Mother Tongue] in 1990. 23 In addition to writing short
stories, novels, and plays, Özdamar is a playwright, film and theater actress, and director.
Her first novel, Das Leben ist eine Karawanserei: hat zwei Türen - aus einer kam ich rein
- aus der anderen ging ich raus (1992) (hereafter: Karawanserei) [Life Is a Caravanserai,
Has Two Doors, I Came in One, I Went Out the Other, trans. Luise von Flotow (2000)], .
Karawanserei, which is the first installment of a trilogy, portrays the young life of a girl
who moves throughout Turkey with her family in the 1950s–60s until she departs for West
Berlin at age seventeen as a guest worker; the second and third books of the trilogy, Die
Brücke vom goldenen Horn (1998) [The Bridge of the Golden Horn, trans. Martin Chalmers
(2007)], which will also be analyzed in this study, and Seltsame Sterne starren zur Erde
(2003) [Strange Stars Stare to Earth], portray her early adulthood spent traveling between
the two countries and beyond as she follows her passion to act and direct in the theater.
Özdamar’s work has garnered intense attention, arguably helping to shape scholarly
approaches to new genres that have cropped up thanks in no small part due to her influence–

An excerpt from this novel was awarded the prestigious Ingeborg-Bachmann-Preis. She
has since received other major honors including the Adelbert-von-Chamisso-Preis (1999),
the Kleist-Preis (2004), and initiation into the prestigious Deutsche Akademie für Sprache
und Dichtung (2007). As writers from non-German backgrounds, several of the authors
analyzed here have been awarded with the Chamisso-Preis. For information about its
discontinuation and the ensuing controversy, see Trojanov and Oliver, and Peterson.
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–literary production alternately termed intercultural literature (Hofmann), the “Turkish turn
in German literature” (Adelson), Turkish-German literatures (Mani), “Novels of Turkish
German Settlement” (Cheesman), among others. Scholars have offered different analyses,
from Elizabeth Boa, who describes the Karawanserei as “formally hybrid: as fictional
autobiographies they mix invention and history; as first-person narrations they produce the
divided figure of the narrator/protagonist” (526), to Birgid Kaiser, who rejects the notion
of hybridity and insists that Özdamar’s oeuvre “challenges a reading of [itself] as being
somehow from between Turkey and Germany, which the hyphenated term TurkishGerman, but also the border zone implicitly rest on” (970). Nora Maguire, one of the few
scholars to both take a narratological approach to Karawanserei and focus on the role of
the child, rightly points out the tendency for scholars and critics alike to “project[]
rapturously orientalist notions onto the narrative” particularly due to the fact that it portrays
a child protagonist. This study aims to offer a corrective for such analyses by understanding
the aesthetic implications of her work as serving a purpose beyond the novelty of the
inclusion of Turkish themes in German literature. Her work will primarily be analyzed in
Chapter Two, where I briefly consider the protagonist’s reading practices as formative
intertextuality and Chapter Four, where I theorize how various language audiences read
her work given its strategies of performative bilingualism.
Vladimir Vertlib was born in St. Petersburg, Russia (then Leningrad, U.S.S.R.) in
1966 and, as part of a Jewish family experiencing oppression in an increasingly antisemitic
society, began a long journey to seek asylum and legal migrant status, which took him to
Israel, Austria, Italy, the Netherlands, and the U.S., before eventually settling in Vienna.
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He has written several novels, short stories, essays, journalistic articles, and the libretto for
an oratorio, and won multiple prizes.24 As he is one of a modest number of writers of Jewish
heritage in the contemporary German-language literary landscape, Vertlib’s diverse
portrayals of Jewish life has garnered scholarly attention; Stuart Taberner writes that
Vertlib “frames his exploration of Jewishness in relation to current debates on integration,
multiculturalism, Europeanism, and transnationalism” (42–43), while Julia Matveev notes
that he participates in “contemporary, controversial, divisive, highly politicised and highly
emotional discussions within Judaism” (461). A related theme is Vertlib’s notion of the
development of cultural identity and collective memory within diasporic communities.
Stephanie Willeke rightly points out that key themes for Vertlib include “[d]as Fremde, das
Andere und die damit verbundenen Erfahrungen der stereotypen Vorurteile und
Fremdenfeindlichkeit” (153) [the foreign and the “other,” as well as the related experiences
of stereotypical prejudices and xenophobia], and his texts offer, according to Brigid Haines,
“complex snapshots of some of the most intransigent problems of our age, to do with
migration, individual and group identities, and the management of the past” (“Poetics”
234). The protagonist of Zwischenstationen (1999) [Waystations], Vertlib’s debut novel,
follows a similarly circuitous trajectory, but during a visit to the University of Pennsylvania
in November 2013, Vertlib insisted that, despite these shared details, the book should be

These include the Österreichischer Förderungspreis für Literatur (1999), the Adelbert
von Chamisso-Förderpreis (2001), and being placed on the Deutscher Buchpreis longlist
(2015) (“Kurzbiographie”).
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understood as a novel. 25 Vertlib’s novel serves as a key example in Chapter Two, in which
I analyze both the interruptions that shape the protagonist’s formal education and the
reading practice he develops as a coping mechanism for its interruption and in Chapter
Three, in which I consider the various structural challenges that combine to exclude the
protagonist from being accepted within a Wahlheimat [chosen homeland].
Yoko Tawada was born in Tokyo, Japan in 1960 and today lives primarily in Berlin,
Germany. She has been highly educated in literary criticism, earning an undergraduate
degree in Russian literature at Waseda University (Japan), and her master’s degree at
University of Hamburg (Germany) and doctorate at the University of Zürich (Switzerland),
both of which were in German literature. Her extensive oeuvres in German and Japanese
have received many prestigious prizes.26 As in Das nackte Auge (2004) [The Naked Eye;
trans. Susan Bernofsky (2009)], which will be analyzed in this study, many of her works
in German deal with issues of border crossing, particularly from the perspective of a
multiply marked and marginalized subject, the interaction between geography and
biography, and multilingual encounters. Das nackte Auge features a young female
protagonist from Vietnam who travels to the German Democratic Republic in 1988 for a
school-sponsored trip and, after a series of unfortunate events, ends up unintentionally
spending a decade in Europe. She manages to evade deportation and imprisonment for

25

He expressed this sentiment during the question and answer session at an event called
“In Commemoration of Kristallnacht: Reading by Chamisso Prize Winner, Vladimir
Vertlib,” which took place at the University of Pennsylvania on November 7, 2013.
26 These include the Adelbert-von-Chamisso-Preis (1996), the Goethe-Medaille (2005),
and the Kleist-Preis (2016) within the German context, as well as the prestigious Japanese
Akutagawa (1992) and Tanizaki (2003) prizes.
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many years by surviving on the kindness and exploitation of strangers, eventually all but
relinquishing hope of ever returning home. While Tawada’s personal status as a
transnational, intercultural writer and the bilingualism of her oeuvre have rightly provoked
interest from scholars of both German and Japanese literary traditions, as in my analysis of
her aforementioned peers, I primarily focus on the protagonist’s experiences. The novel’s
rich complexities and ambiguities have already inspired significant scholarly engagement;
in addition to topics such as multilingualism, interculturalism, transnationalism, and
migration, recent essays have focused on issues such as the novel’s optics and
intermediality (Bay, Slaymaker, Exley), “geopoetics” (Gabrakova), and “Poetik der
Verwandlung” [poetics of metamorphosis] (Ubieto). In my study, I consider how the
protagonist manages to exert agency and seek out her own form of Bildung even in
unbelievably disempowering situations; these analyses will be found in Chapter One, in
the aforementioned comparison with Kafka; in Chapter Two, where I explore the novel’s
portrayal of schooling, respectability, and aesthetic education; and in Chapter Four, where
I develop the concept of linguistic agency, both in terms of learning and speaking a chosen
language and in terms of choosing not to learn a particular language.
Selim Özdoğan was born in Cologne, Germany, in 1971 as the child of Turkish
immigrants to Germany. He writes short stories and novels in an impressive number of
genres ranging from science fiction and humor to youth literature and historical fiction. 27

Among other honors, his work has been awarded the Adelbert-von-ChamissoFörderpreis (1999), the Deutscher Science Fiction Preis (2010), the Hohenemser
Literaturpreis (2017) for “deutschsprachige Autor/innen nichtdeutscher Muttersprache”
(“Hohenemser Literaturpreis”) [German-language writers with non-German mother
tongues]––a designation which, in native speaker Özdoğan’s case, seems inappropriate.
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Özdoğan also enjoys an interesting collaboration with esteemed Turkish-German film
director Fatih Akın, who featured the Turkish translation of Özdoğan’s Die Tochter des
Schmieds, titled Demircinin Kizi, which had not actually been published by the time of
filming. As Mehmet Doğan and Hikmet Asutay note, Özdoğan initially did not explicitly
address Turkish or Turkish-German themes in his literary works (139). Özdoğan’s work
has received less scholarly and critical attention than most of the other authors in this study,
and some of the attention has not been positive; for example, Tom Cheesman describes
Özdoğan’s writing as engaging in “trivial cosmopolitanism” and “resolute antiintellectualism” (Turkish German Settlement 67–69). Die Tochter des Schmieds (2005)
[The Blacksmith’s Daughter] follows a young female protagonist, Gül, as she comes of age
moving back and forth between a small Turkish city and village community in the 1950s
and 60s as her family faces illness and death, times of relative economic stability and others
of hardship, and a sometimes-volatile community. The protagonist eventually moves to
Germany at the end of the novel, where the sequel, Heimstraße 52 (2011) [Home Street
52], which was published in the year of the fiftieth anniversary of Turkish guest workers
in Germany, picks up, portraying her early years in Germany as a guest worker. The
trilogy’s the third installment, Wo noch Licht brennt [Where Light Still Burns] was
published in 2017, and, with its tripartite structure and similar subject matter and themes,
it is difficult to avoid comparison28 with Özdamar’s trilogy; importantly for this study, both

While the novels do share similar plots and themes, Dayıoğlu-Yücel writes that, unlike
fellow Turkish-German author Feridun Zaimoglu, Özdoğan was not accused of
plagiarizing Özdamar because his novel does not have aesthetic similarities so striking that
to believe they were coincidental would strain credibility (“Plagiats-Debatte” 126).
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portray the experience of Turkish internal migration as a time of childhood development
and the act of external migration to Germany as coinciding with the emergence of adult
subjectivity and personhood. However, in order to expand the frame of reference in which
his writing is considered, I primarily compare Özdoğan’s novel with work by authors other
than Özdamar (i.e. authors without Turkish heritage), such as in the aforementioned
comparison to Canetti’s memoir in Chapter One and alongside several of the other primary
texts in Chapter Two to address the familial and societal restrictions on education faced by
the protagonist and her subsequent development of a defiant private reading practice.
Saša Stanišić was born in Višegrad, Yugoslavia in 1978 and, at the onset of the
Bosnian War at the age of fourteen, escaped with his family as a refugee to Germany. After
his parents lost their asylum status after the end of the war and moved to the United States,
Stanišić remained in the country and went on to study German as a Foreign Language and
Slavic studies at the University of Heidelberg, later completing his Master’s in creative
writing at the University of Leipzig. In his 2006 debut novel, Wie der Soldat das
Grammofon repariert (hereafter: Grammofon) [How the Soldier Repairs the Gramophone,
trans. Anthea Bell (2009)], Stanišić portrays Aleksander, a young male protagonist, who,
like the author himself, was born in 1978 in Višegrad, Yugoslavia, to a Serbian father and
Bosnian mother. Aleksander grows up amid significant linguistic, cultural, and political
shifts occurring in his native Yugoslavia during the post-Tito era of his early childhood
and as a result of his family’s escape to Germany. Stanišić’s highly regarded writing 29 is

An excerpt from Grammofon received the audience prize at the Ingeborg-BachmannPreis competition in 2005 and the novel was on the Deutscher Buchpreis shortlist; it has
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often considered within the context of exile writers from Yugoslavia who work in various
linguistic and national contexts; as Diana Hitzke and Charlton Payne observe: “Like the
subjectivities that political displacement set into motion across geopolitical borders, the
Yugoslavian and post-Yugoslavian contexts (their linguistic, cultural, literary, and social
characteristics) have been and continue to be disseminated into the world” (210). One may
also consider Stanišić alongside other German-language immigrant writers hailing from
Eastern Europe whose works provide audiences insight into Eastern European cultures,
politics, and histories, while also being beloved by audiences, critics, and scholars, alike.
So strong is the current influence of these writers that scholars have posited an “‘Eastern
European turn’ in contemporary German-language literature” in which texts variously
“speak of migration to the West,” “thematise the relationship between language, or
languages, and identities, whether national or transnational,” and “examine how places and
spaces in the former East are continually reconceptualised as regimes change and memories
shift and evolve,” strategies Stanišić employs in Grammofon (Haines, “Introduction” 145).
In Chapter Two, I consider the parodic approach to the politics of belonging presented
within the educational spaces Aleksander navigates; in Chapter Four, I consider the novel’s
multilingual aesthetics and develop the concept of hidden multilingualism by analyzing
how the author juxtaposes various registers of German to deal with the trauma of war and
exile in a humorous way.

been for the stage29 and is currently being adapted into a film. Stanišić has since received
many prizes, including Adelbert-von-Chamisso-Preis (2008) and the Preis der Leipziger
Buchmesse (2014).
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These authors’ diverse texts complement and challenge each other in productive
and surprising ways, a fact that is certainly evident in their innovative strategies of
narration, which will be discussed throughout this study. The narration of all of these texts
plays on various tensions between knowledge and the lack thereof, and agency and the lack
thereof. To name one example that pertains to all but Kafka’s and Keun’s texts, on an
extradiegetic level, the literary texts appear in German for a German-speaking reader––a
language the child has not yet mastered; and relatedly, in all of the texts, the language of
experience often does not match the language of narration. On an intradiegetic level, the
child protagonist-focalizer is oftentimes unaware of the true meaning of events occurring
within the family and the broader historical and political context. As such, the young
protagonist often expresses a lack of understanding as the narration reveals his or her state
of misunderstanding, confusion, and misjudgment. Both the narrator, who is often the adult
version of the child, and the adult reader must reconcile his or her superior adult knowledge
with the focalization of the text through the child’s eyes. By paying attention to the
interaction between the various narratological layers, the power dynamics of the texts
emerge: intradiegetically, the itinerant child protagonist often lacks agency, mobility,
comprehension, and maturity; extradiegetically, the child protagonist often lacks the
freedom of expression and has his or her story filtered through the narrative agency and
voyeurism of the adult presence.
And yet, despite being variously disempowered, these young protagonists exhibit
other kinds of power and knowledge. The editors of the Fall 2016 special issue of German
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Life and Letters on “Representations of the War Child in the Occupation Period (1945-9)”
claim that the war child counterintuitively

has a rhetorical power in inverse proportion to its perceived vulnerability […] [in
that] the traditional western perception of childhood innocence and vulnerability
that generally underpins the viewer's response to images of war children also
implies the ‘natural’ symbolic potential of the child, specifically as the not-yet and
therefore future adult, which holds out the hope of fresh beginnings. (Müller et al
417)

A similar kind of “rhetorical power” is at play in the texts I analyze. For example, the
reader is often unaware of the sociolinguistic and cultural contexts in which the child
protagonist is fluent; thus, the reader also approaches the text as a foreigner and the
sociolinguistic power dynamic described above is reversed. The protagonists are also often
expected and able to act as interlocutors and interpreters for their parents and other adults
in their surroundings, making them responsible for achieving effective communication in
situations that push the boundaries of their emotional and intellectual development. It is
often precisely because of their youth that they are so adaptable and able to acquire the
kind of intercultural competence that empowers them to flow across linguistic and cultural
borders more easily than their parents. Their early experiences often cause them to seek
out this kind of transience (or instability) in adulthood, with their cosmopolitan identities
more closely associated with Wanderlust, code-switching, variability, and performativity
than with a particular Heimat, nationality, mother tongue, or hegemonic cultural practice.
The presence of these complex and sometimes conflicting modes of self-definition
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heightens these texts’ tensions beyond the teleological, integrative development found in
more typical coming-of-age narratives. Indeed, as the following four chapters of this
dissertation will show, their narratives––and their narration in German––are a testament to
the permeability and insufficiency of traditional developmental and identificatory
categories.

60

CHAPTER 1: Child Protagonists in an Adult World: The Development and
Denial of Diegetic and Narrative Forms of Agency

“Childhood revisited is childhood recreated, and recreated in terms of art.”
–Richard Coe (84)

1.1. Introduction
In this chapter, I analyze the development of the role of the child protagonistfocalizer in various German literary texts to explore the relationship between agency,
epistemology, and narration. The narration of these works plays on various tensions
between knowledge and lack thereof, and power and lack thereof. On an extradiegetic
level, the literary text appears in German for a German-speaking reader––a language the
child has not yet mastered. On an intradiegetic level, the child protagonist-focalizer is often
unaware of the true meaning of events occurring within the family and the broader
historical and political context. Thus, the young protagonist often expresses lack of
understanding and the narration reveals his or her misunderstandings, confusion, and
misjudgments. Both the narrator, who is often the adult version of the child, and the adult
reader must also reconcile his or her superior adult knowledge with the focalization of the
text through the child’s eyes. James Phelan describes the effect of this type of unreliable
narration as “naïve defamiliarization,” in which the focalizer’s or narrator’s inaccurate
understanding “both acknowledges and closes the perceptual distance between him and the
authorial audience” (229). This narrative technique imbues the works analyzed here with
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humor, irony, and/or the awareness of development as the child protagonist and narrator
figures become more knowledgeable and attuned to the world around them. While the issue
of the protagonist-focalizer's naiveté will be revisited in subsequent chapters on Bildung
and language learning, this chapter establishes a narratological framework for the
phenomenon of lack of understanding, as well as the eventual development of selfinstantiation strategies, meaning that the protagonist-focalizer begins to develops the
ability express agency over the trajectory of his or her story, as well as its narration, through
the development of storytelling and other creative practices.
The chapter will be structured as follows. First, I provide an overview of key
theoretical approaches to the narration of children and childhood with a focus on the
problem of memory. I illustrate these approaches with brief reflections on the various ways
in which the child protagonist is narrated within four primary texts by Keun, Özdamar,
Vertlib, and Stanišić, with indications for where these threads will be picked up again in
subsequent chapters. Then, I delve more deeply into examples by two pairs of authors who
share thematic and narratological strategies––Kafka and Tawada, and Canetti and
Özdoğan––in order to show the various forms of diegetic and narrative agency in each text.
Laying the theoretical groundwork for understanding the ways in which these works are
narrated will aid in the more specific thematic analyses in subsequent chapters of this study.
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1.2. Theoretical Approaches to Narrating Childhood Across Time
The concept of narrating childhood has garnered attention from narratologists over
the past thirty years, yet these insights have rarely been applied to narratives of child
migration. This section provides a brief overview of recent narratological approaches to
different strategies authors that have used to narrate childhood experiences, such as the use
of a child narrator-protagonist or the portrayal of the experiences of a child focalizerprotagonist as narrated by an autodiegetic or heterodiegetic adult narrator. 30 Much of the
theoretical work on child narrators has been done in the realm of children’s literature, rather
than in literature for adults. In her study of the first-person child narrator in children’s
literature, Regina Hofmann identifies five characteristics that can be used to identify a
narrator as a child: first, the explicit description of the narrator as a child by mentioning his
or her age or the mention of “kindtypische Handlungen” [events in the plot that are typical
for children]; second, language use that is characterized by its “einfachen, parataktischen
Satzbau, einen begrenzten Wortschatz, Wortwiederholungen, emotionale Äußerungen,
Sprachspiele oder einen fehlerhaften Wortgebrauch” [simple, paratactic sentence structure,
a limited vocabulary, repetition of words, emotional remarks, language games or erroneous
diction]; third, lack of distance to the narrated events; fourth, a narration that exclusively
(“ausschließlich”) relates to childish themes told from the experiential and epistemological
limitations of a child, including quotidian and family life, friendship with animals, play

30 The

terms “autodiegetic” and “heterodiegetic,” alongside “homodiegetic,” were invented
by Gérard Genette in Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method (originally published as
“Discours du récit: essai de méthode” within the work Figures III in 1972; first English
edition published in 1980). See chapters 4 and 5 of Genette’s book.
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and make believe, and the concerns, fears, and desires of children; and, fifth, the narrator
betrays no clues of not being a child, such as through revealing “kinduntypische
Wissensbestände, Erfahrungen und analytische Kompetenzen sowie ein elaborierter,
umfangreicher Wortschatz oder sehr komplexe, rhetorische Fähigkeiten” [bodies of
knowledge, experiences, and analytical competencies, as well as an elaborate, extensive
vocabulary or very complex, rhetorical abilities] (104).
The child narrator analyzed in my study who fits most closely within Hofmann’s
conception is Irmgard Keun’s Kully, who simultaneously acts as protagonist, focalizer, and
narrator of the novel Kind aller Länder (1938). Her narration appears to be generally
minimally distanced in time from her experience; however, the distinction between the
time of experience and the time of narration can still be seen in her use of the past tense
and analepses (flashbacks) to remember, relate, and juxtapose events that occurred at
different points in the past with events happening in her current life. However, reflecting
on the fourth and fifth points of Hofmann’s rubric, although most of Kully’s experiences
do take place within the context of her family, it would indeed be difficult to justify
describing her experiences as falling within the realm of “kindtypisch” [typical for
children], given the precarious situations in which she and her family find themselves. The
tension between the fourth and fifth points can be probed more deeply to consider the types
of experiences that are “typically” expected to take place during childhood versus the
events that do occur during childhoods marked by displacement and trauma and,
furthermore, how the child protagonist, focalizer, and narrator deal with these events. Kully
is unable to understand fully the fascist ideology her family is fleeing, yet she is able to
64

understand that her father’s livelihood and freedom of expression are under attack and that
war is on the horizon. Whether or not she is able to process the trauma of her constant
uprooting sufficiently, she certainly experiences, narrates, and reflects on the pain of
seeing, for example, her father’s unease at not knowing how he will afford their hotel
expenses and her mother’s disappointment at having to give up her newly acquired
kitchenware upon leaving yet another country that she would have preferred to call home.
Indeed, it is this very disparity between Kully’s naïve––often humorously naïve––
perspective and the seriousness of her subject matter that makes the book so compelling.
In her review of Keun’s Kind aller Länder, which argues for its inclusion in the German
literary canon, Elfriede Jelinek writes the following of the powerful effect of portraying
the devastating events of the 1930s through a child’s eyes:

Die Kinder treten wie Marsmenschen als Fremde, als nicht Verbildete, nicht
Vorprogrammierte, in diese Welt und filtern die vorgefundene Wirklichkeit durch
eine vertrackte Art von Unschuldigkeit, von Erstlingshaltung sozusagen. Nicht jene
essentielle Unschuldigkeit des geschichtslosen Bildes ist es allerdings, also des
Mythos, der erstarrten Ideologie, sondern die Beschreibung erhält einen Drall, der
plötzlich und mit einem Schlag die gesellschaftliche Wahrheit eines Vorgangs, wie
komplex dieser auch immer sein mag, enthüllt, Wirklichkeit wie Sprache
entlarvend. (224)

Children enter the world like the Martians do––as foreigners, as unspoiled
by education, as not pre-programmed––and filter the reality they encounter through
an intricate form of innocence, the stance of a firstling, as it were. However, it is
not the essentialized innocence of an ahistorical image, of a myth or an ossified
ideology; rather, the description maintains its forcefulness, which exposes,
suddenly and with a single blow, the societal truth behind a mechanism, regardless
of how complex it may be, debunking reality as it does language.
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Jelinek’s appraisal of children as both foreign and users of honest language has clear
resonances with both Hans-Heino Ewers’s 31 and Regina Hofmann’s own reflections on the
child as protagonist and narrator, respectively. But Jelinek goes further by ascribing to
children a vital societal role as truth-tellers, precisely because of their foreignness, their
lack of education, and their innocent gaze. Rather than see these aspects as deficiencies,
Jelinek assigns child narrators this essential critical function. This analysis is in keeping
with Hillary Herzog’s analysis in her encyclopedia entry on Keun, in which she writes that
the novels Kind aller Länder and Das Mädchen mit dem die Kinder nicht verkehren durften
(1936) [lit. “The girl with whom the children weren’t allowed to socialize, but translated
as Grown-ups Don’t Understand, trans. Leila Berg and Ruth Baer], Keun’s other novel
featuring a child protagonist during the Third Reich, “employ naïve and clever young
protagonists whose naivete is artfully constructed, making their satirical insight all the
more penetrating” (580). Reflecting on the connection between childhood and foreignness
established in my introduction, I would extend Jelinek’s supposition and argue that,
although all children are foreign to the adult conception of reality, children who are
positioned and regarded as foreign within their new cultures have an expanded critical
potential to analyze social mores, customs, and expectations. The foreign child’s or youth’s
experience of multiple cultures might attune them to the unnaturalness of any particular
human culture, which would provide them with the opportunity to develop a more critical
gaze than someone who has grown up in one only culture.

31

The passage to which I am referring was quoted in the general introduction to my study.
Ewers remarks that the invention of childhood created the figure of the child as a “von
Grund aus fremdes Wesen” (12).
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On perceiving the gradual differences between the perspective of a child focalizer
at the start of a novel and that of the adult self who narrates the novel, Charles M. Tatum
writes: “A subtle change from the adult point of view to that of the child occurs within the
narration as the language, verb tenses, and conception of reality begin to convey the shift
in perspective that characterizes each age” (187). Of Tatum’s examples of how the child
and adult points of view differ in the narrative, the most notable for this study is the
distinction in their respective “conception[s] of reality.” The child focalizer is not always
fully equipped to understand what is going on in his or her life, and therefore does not
possess the same conception of reality that an adult would under similar circumstances.
The protagonist’s lack of comprehension of his or her surroundings results in a tension
between what is known and what is unknown in the text, creating an epistemological
inequality consisting of the different capacities for understanding in the mind of the adult
narrator and in the mind of the child protagonist. In addition, because the texts analyzed in
my study were written with an adult implied audience in mind, there is also the
epistemological inequality consisting of the different capacities for understanding in the
mind of the adult reader versus in the mind of the child focalizer-protagonist.
The discussion of the distinctions between the child focalizer-protagonist and the
adult narrator exposes the broader problematic of memory in narrative and raises the
question: How do adult narrators (re)present their memories of childhood? In his analysis
of Jean Paul’s (1763–1825) persistent use of “noch” [still] in presenting his memories of
his childhood in his memoirs, Dieter Richter reveals the fragility of memories of childhood
to be a key anxiety of adulthood:
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Aber dieses »noch« ist ja ein doppelsinniges Wort; es drückt nicht nur das Haben,
sondern zugleich die Möglichkeit des Verlierens aus. Verlustangst kennzeichnet
die Erinnerung. Denn dort, wo es den Bruch zwischen »Kindsein« und
»Erwachsensein« gegeben hat, ist Kindheit lebensgeschichtlich unwiederbringlich
dahin. Alle Rekonstruktionsversuche außerhalb der Erinnerung können erinnerte
Kindheit zwar zu einer großen lebensgeschichtlichen Kraft machen, den Faktor Zeit
aber nicht eliminieren. Niemandem wird eine zweite Kindheit geschenkt. So ist
denn erinnerte Kindheit autobiographisch immer verlorene Kindheit (Richter ch. 4)

But this “still” is an ambiguous word; it expresses not only the possession but also
the possibility of dispossession. Memory denotes the fear of loss. Because if the
rupture between “child self” and “adult self” has occurred, childhood has been
irrevocably lost. All efforts to reconstruct childhood beyond memory can turn
remembered childhood into an autobiographical force, but cannot eliminate the
factor of time. No one is gifted a second childhood. Thus, remembered childhood
is, with regard to autobiography, always a lost childhood.

The use of “noch” troubles the distinction between now and then, creating a tension Richter
analyzes in his compelling claim on the distinction between the child self and the adult self.
Though Richter does not use this term in his work, it would be useful here to introduce the
concept of the “narrating instance,” which Gerald Prince defines as the “act of recounting
a series of situations and events, and, by extension, the spatio-temporal context” (57). The
distinction between the “spatio-temporal context” of experience and the “spatio-temporal
context” of narration is evident in Richter’s further claims:

Hier kann einer, der Kindheit erinnert, nicht einfach über »sich« reden; das
Kind, das er erinnert, ist ein anderes Wesen.
Denn die Kindheitsbilder, die die Erinnerung hervorbringt, sind
Erwachsenen-Bilder. So wie Erinnerung grundsätzlich erst entsteht aus der
Erfahrung der Distanz zwischen »Einst« und »Jetzt«, der aufgesprengten
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Kontinuität der Zeit, so erinnerte Kindheit erst als Erfahrung eines irreversiblen
Bruchs zwischen »Kindsein« und »Erwachsensein«. Nur in einer Gesellschaft, in
der Kinder keine kleinen Erwachsenen mehr, Erwachsene keine großen Kinder
sind, in einer Gesellschaft also, in der, wer Mensch werden will, als Kind
verschwinden muß, wird Kindheit erinnerungsfähig und erinnerungswürdig. Erst
in einer Gesellschaft, die »den Menschen« als aufgeklärt, vernünftig, zivilisiert und
erzogen, das heißt als Erwachsenen (oder vielmehr: dessen Wunschbild) definiert,
entsteht erinnerte Kindheit als dessen Gegen-Bild. (Richter ch. 4)

Here, one who remembers childhood cannot simply talk about “himself;”
the child whom he remembers is a different being.
This is because childhood images brought forth by memory are the images
of adults. Just as memory can fundamentally only emerge from the experience of
distance between “then” and “now,” the ruptured continuity of time, so, too can
remembered childhood only emerge as the experience of an irreversible rupture
between “child self” and “adult self.” Only in a society in which children are no
longer considered small adults and adults are no longer considered big children––
in a society in which, to achieve personhood, the child self must disappear––does
childhood become capable and worthy of being remembered. Only in a society in
which “the person” is raised to become enlightened, rational, civilized––that is,
defined as an adult (or, more often, an ideal)––does the remembered childhood
emerge as its counter-image.

Richter expands the theoretical framework of the issues of both the narration of child
protagonists and the interaction between fiction and memory in important ways by piecing
together these two strands. Memory plays such a significant role in the structure and themes
of narratives of childhood narrated by adults precisely because of the distinction between
childhood and adulthood. Without this distinction, Richter’s argument leads us to
understand, the journey from childhood to adulthood would not be considered worthy of
reflection, interpretation, and narrativization in the first place.
The interrelation between the autobiographical author’s or quasi-autobiographical
narrator’s actual lived experience and his or her literary expression, as well as between the
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child protagonist’s experiences and the narrator’s depiction of them, reveals important
connections and fictions between memory and narrative. Memory and its discontents are a
key problematic of fiction being explored by contemporary narratologists Birgit Neumann,
Catherine Crimp, and Astrid Erll. As Neumann explains, the concept of “fictions of
memory” plays on the “double meaning of fiction,” because:

in a broader sense, the term “fictions of memory” refers to the stories that
individuals or cultures tell about their past to answer the question “who am I?”, or,
collectively, “who are we?” These stories can also be called “fictions of memory”
because, more often than not, they turn out to be an imaginative (re)construction of
the past in response to current needs. (“Literary Representation” 334)

As will be shown, issues of remembering and misremembering are particularly significant
in narratives that portray an experience of childhood through the narratorial intervention of
an adult remembering his or her past. Given the complexities of the narratorial intervention
of an adult figure, which emphasize the passage of time between the child’s lived
experience and the narration of his or her story, it is vital to consider the interaction between
narration and memory. Astrid Erll argues that “acts of memory and narrative are […]
closely linked, and it is in fictional representations of remembering that the manifold
possibilities of narrative discourse best come to the fore” (213). She continues:

Storytelling is per definitionem an act of ‘memory’, in the broad sense proposed by
Augustine, namely an act of connecting the temporal levels of past, present and
future. Conversely, cognitive psychologists hold that acts of memory which belong
to the episodic-autobiographical memory system (i.e. the memory of lived
experience) can only be realized by way of storytelling. (213)
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Catherine Crimp describes the overlapping details between the real autobiographies of the
authors she analyzes and the childhoods they portray in their works as an example that
“draw[s] attention to the processes that transform memory into fiction” (2). She argues that
childhood is an especially fruitful lens through which to process this transformation
because of the “cultural values attributed to childhood” in its “traditional role as a formative
period, the origin of the self” (2). Yet she also notes that these same tropes of childhood
can be used to “challenge the linearity of narratives in, and about, art or fiction” by creating
a child figure who “reflects the ways that human memory can work, but also invites
reflection on the distinction between fiction and reality” (2).
Emine Sevgi Özdamar’s novel Karawanserei (1992) provides an interesting
example of the blurred distinction between fiction and reality in the context of narratives
of childhood. Özdamar’s works, while not being explicitly memoirs, have often incited
comparisons to her own life. This is a complicated issue, though, as scholars have labeled
her work as both “quasi-autobiographical narrations” and “mostly fictional narration of
immigrant biographies” (Minnaard 72; Ezli 1138). This tension between the reality of her
life and her aesthetic choices connects her to Canetti, whose memoir nevertheless exhibits
strong literary choices, and Stanišić’s and Vertlib’s novels, whose fictional protagonists
nevertheless follow similar trajectories to their authors’ real lives. Özdamar’s novel also
shares many surface level plot and characterization points with Özdoğan’s novel, as both
are set in the same time period in Turkey, and have young female narrators in a comingof-age story who move to Germany upon reaching adulthood at the end of the book (albeit
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for very different reasons). The perspective of the strong child focalizer is central to the
novel and gives an arc to the narrative’s telling. However, there is indeed a separation
between the focalizer and the narrator, although this fact only comes to the fore
occasionally, according to Nora Maguire’s study on Karawanserei:

It is a retrospective, first-person narrative, although the temporal and spatial
gaps between adult ‘narrating’ and child ‘narrated’ selves are highlighted
only sporadically in the text. The narrative thus proceeds with a strong sense
of immediacy, which is occasionally disrupted by a remark reminding the
reader of its retrospective quality. This sense of immediacy – the blurring
of gaps between narrating and narrated selves, between adult narrator and
child focalizer – is achieved mainly by the use of a naïve or childlike
linguistic register, marked by frequent repetition of vocabulary and a
flowing, paratactic prose rhythm (214).

Maguire’s claim of the narrative’s “naïve or childlike linguistic register” matches
Hofmann’s second condition of the child narrator, who is characterized by using simple,
paratactic sentence structure, a limited vocabulary, repetition of words, emotional remarks,
language games or erroneous diction, and therefore relates Özdamar’s strategies with the
above exploration of Keun’s. Also in line with Hofmann’s criteria is the fact that the
majority of the events in the earlier chapters of the novel take place within the context of
the family. Yet the difference and distance between the focalizer and narrator in Özdamar
can still be ascertained, an aspect on which I focus more extensively in Chapter Four of
this study.
For Mieke Bal, who invented the term “focalizer” based on Gérard Genette’s
concept of focalization, the child focalizer-protagonist presents a particularly interesting
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case of the problem of memory in narration. As she writes in her analysis of the eponymous
child protagonist of Henry James’s What Maisie Knew:

Memory is an act of ‘vision’ of the past but, as an act, situated in the present of the
memory. It is often a narrative act: loose elements come to cohere into a story, so
that they can be remembered and eventually told. But as is well known, memories
are unreliable – in relation to the fabula – and when put into words, they are
rhetorically overworked so that they can connect to an audience, for example, a
therapist. Hence, the ‘story’ the person remembers is not identical to the one she
experienced. This discrepancy becomes dramatic and, indeed, incapacitating in the
case of trauma. Traumatic events disrupt the capacity to comprehend and
experience them at the time of their occurrence. As a result the traumatized person
cannot remember them; instead, they recur in bits and pieces, in nightmares, and
cannot be ‘worked through.’ The incapability that paralyses the traumatized person
can be situated on both story and text levels. The events can be so incongruous that
no fabula can be ‘recognized’ as ‘logical’ enough to make sense, at the moment of
occurrence. At the later time of remembrance the subject cannot shape a story out
of them. The two moments fail to provide a framework for a meaningful act of
focalization. On the text level, even if, thanks to efficacious therapy or other forms
of help, memories have been formed – a story has come to cohere – the subject
‘lacks words.’ (147)

As the majority of the works analyzed in my study portray traumatic experiences beyond
the full comprehension of the young focalizer-protagonists, it is often the case that the
protagonist is unable to verbally react to or articulate events in the moment; thus, the task
falls either to the adult narrator or to the adult reader to reconstruct the traumatic events by
filling in the focalizer’s blind spots or vocalizing the unsaid.
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Similarly, Erll helpfully expands upon the critical narratological vocabulary of the
narrating-I and the experiencing-I32 by arguing that, in narratives that are narrated
retrospectively through an autodiegetic narrator, there is “actually a distinction between a
‘remembering I’ and a ‘remembered I’, between the act of memory and the content of
memory. Literary first-person narrative is, therefore, a fiction of episodic remembering”
(215). Erll defines the “remembered-I” as “an identity-based construct of a past Self made
by the present narrator,” who both focalizes and experiences the events of the narrative but
whose “perception is clearly shaped (and probably even retrospectively altered) by the
discourse of the present Self” (223). Reflecting on Neumann’s, Bal’s and Erll’s
theorizations, it becomes possible to analyze the adult narrator’s return to the past in the
form of an “imaginative (re)construction” of his or her child memories (Neumann 334);
such a return facilitates an understanding of the culture(s) that shaped him or her as a child
or adolescent and his or her own trajectory towards transnational and multilingual young
adulthood.
Vladimir Vertlib’s Zwischenstationen (1999) provides a clear example of the thrust
of Bal’s, Richter’s, and Erll’s arguments. Although it presents a strong child focalizing
self, the distinction between this figure and the adult narrating self is more pronounced than
in Özdamar’s Karawanserei. Access to information and the lack thereof is a key factor for
the distinction between the child focalizer/protagonist’s experience and the adult narrator’s

Dorrit Cohn notes in Transparent Minds that the terms “erlebendes Ich” and
“erzählendes Ich” were introduced by Leo Spitzer in his 1922 essay on Marcel Proust
(Cohn 298). These terms have been translated into English as either “experiencing self”
and “narrating self” or “narrating-I” and “experiencing-I” (cf. McCormick 318), and
sometimes also appear without the hyphens.
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telling of the story. This can be clearly seen in an example in which the boy possesses very
little diegetic agency; when the boy leaves the Soviet Union for their first “Station,” he is
not aware that they will not be returning:

An jenen Abend erinnere ich mich genau. Man hatte mir, einem Kind von
fünf Jahren, nicht gesagt, daß wir auswanderten. Ich ging in den Kindergarten, und
jegliches Geplapper hätte gefährlich werden können. Statt dessen hieß es, wir
machten eine lange Reise, ein Begriff, den man verwenden konnte, ohne das Kind
belügen zu müssen.
»Werde ich dir denn wenigstens ein bißchen abgehen?« fragte die
Großmutter.
»Nein, überhaupt nicht!« antwortete das Kind trotzig, sich der ihm
entgegengebrachten Liebe und seiner Macht bewußt. (8)

I remember this evening precisely. No one told me––a five-year-old child–
–that we were emigrating. I went to school and any such chatter could have been
dangerous. Instead I was told that we were taking a long trip, a concept one could
utilize without having to lie to the child.
“Will you miss me at all?” asked the grandmother.
“No, not one bit!” replied the child defiantly, fully aware of the love with
which he was being met and his power.

This passage brings together several of the themes explored in later chapters of this
dissertation through its idiosyncratic narration vis-à-vis the majority of the novel,
particularly with regard to the child protagonist’s ability to control his or her migrant
trajectory. While the explicit underscoring of the fact that the text is narrated
retrospectively is typical of the beginning of the novel as it establishes the homodiegetic
narrative situation33, the sudden switch to the third person when recalling his reaction to

33

Gerald Prince defines “narrative situation” as: “The mediating process through which
the narrated is presented” (64).
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his grandmother––“antwortete das Kind” [the child responded]––is unusual. Generally, the
narrator refers to what he, the child focalizer, did in his previous experiences in the first
person, even when reporting in the past tense. Thus, the switch to the third person strongly
distances the child focalizer from the adult narrator. The superior information the narrator
has regarding his childhood self’s near future forces him to watch the events unfolding
from an external perspective. That the child’s acquisition of knowledge––learning that the
family would be emigrating––would have endangered the family, presents a challenge to
the idea of knowledge being power. Indeed, the child’s lack of knowledge in this situation
is what kept the family safe. The reassertion of narrative agency and understanding in the
figure of the adult circumvents the lack of agency and lack of knowledge experienced by
the child focalizer. The irony is that the child is, in his own estimation, powerful; he is
defiant in the face of his grandmother’s love for him. As the narrator reveals, he will not
see his grandmother for another twenty years (9). At the time, although the focalizer is
unaware of the significance of their journey, he is still affected by his family members’
reactions to their separation: “Ich weinte mit und verstand nicht, was sich vorging. […] Als
ich die Eltern fragte, warum alle weinten, gaben sie keine Antwort, sahen weg oder zu
Boden” (9) [I cried with them and did not understand what was going on. […] When I
asked my parents why everyone was crying, they did not reply and looked away or at the
ground]. This indicates that a lack of understanding of the precise details of the family’s
situation does not prevent the child from picking up on important cues, suggesting an
alternate child-like knowledge system based on observation, affect, and empathy rather
than merely on facts.
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Returning to Dieter Richter’s analysis, he describes the act of recalling and relating
childhood memory as a form of “Trauerarbeit” [mourning; literally grief work], a
“Spurensuche” [search for traces], and a “geschichtliches Experiment gegenüber dem
verlorenen Kindheits-Ich” [a historical experiment vis-à-vis the lost childhood-I] (Richter
ch. 4). Despite the pain of the resuscitative process of remembering, this labor creates an
understanding of the self that can be traced across time. Relatedly, Erll compellingly
connects memory and narrative with identity as it relates to community affiliations and
identificatory factors, writing:

this identity-creating process is usually realized in the form of narrative, and the
dyadic idea of ‘memory and narrative’ […] actually has to be extended into the
triadic model of ‘memory, narrative and identity’. Families, friends, nations, social
classes, ethnic and religious communities tell their stories in order to create
identities. (219)

This connection between the individual and society in the remembering and retelling of
shared experiences is a key part of Stuart Hall’s influential work on cinema produced by
Caribbean-British filmmakers, where he describes the concept of the formation of cultural
identity in diasporic individuals as:

a matter of ‘becoming’ as well as of ‘being’. It belongs to the future as much as to
the past. It is not something which already exists, transcending place, time, history
and culture. Cultural identities come from somewhere, have histories. But, like
everything which is historical, they undergo constant transformation. Far from
being eternally fixed in some essentialised past, they are subject to the continuous
‘play’ of history, culture and power. Far from being grounded in a mere ‘recovery’
of the past, which is waiting to be found, and which, when found, will secure our
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sense of ourselves into eternity, identities are the names we give to the different
ways we are positioned by, and position ourselves within, the narratives of the past.
(225)

Because of the protagonist’s eventual return to his hometown as an adult after leaving it as
a child refugee, Stanišić’s novel is an excellent example of how a person living in the
diaspora can establish a sense of personal identity through serving as an interlocutor for
and narrator of the stories of his community. When the protagonist, Aleksander, returns to
his native Višegrad after ten years in Germany as a refugee, he talks with his friends, family
members, and neighbors, establishing a communal record of life before and during the war.
This results in Aleksander writing his life story, which takes the form of a memoir within
the novel. In his narration of his and his community’s recent, traumatic past, Aleksander
not only recovers the memory of experiences for which he was not present, but also
provides a record that allows himself, others in the diaspora, and those back home to
consider “ways we are positioned by, and position ourselves within, the narratives of the
past” (Hall 225). This chance to act as narrator for his community’s experiences shows the
very Bildung Aleksander has achieved at that point of the narrative and confirms, despite
the circular return to the home city, a phenomenon evident in many similar texts, which
Erll describes as:

the teleological plot structure of many first-person narratives. The story of the
‘experiencing I’ tends to end up, if not precisely where the ‘narrating I’ started, then
at least at a point in its development where the way leading up to the identity of the
‘narrating I’ is in clear view. The whole idea of a temporal, epistemological and
moral distance between ‘narrating I’ and ‘experiencing I’ rests on such a
teleological concept of memory in the service of identity. (222–23)
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This discussion of narration, memory, identity, and development would be incomplete,
however, without the vital issue of issue of agency in several forms and on various
narratological layers. Narratologist and linguist Michael Bamberg defines agency in three
contexts: human agency; “linguistic agency”; and “tellability”. He describes the first form,
which is primarily employed in social scientific contexts, as:

central to the study of self, identity, and personhood. Agency can be located
according to two contrasting views: it is either a ‘subject position’ that is
determined by dominant discourses and master narratives, or it embodies the selfcreating (if not self-inventing) subject. From the first perspective (a world-tosubject direction of fit), the subject’s actions are given to the subject by social,
historical and/or biological forces, subjecting the subject and determining its action
potential.

He defines linguistic agency as “linguistic marking of different perspectives in which
represented characters are viewed as relating to objects and to other characters in the
(represented) world” (10). The third form, which he does not name, is described as:

Singling out and ordering events in terms of their tellability (and thus as
relevant to the listener and to the speech situation) - and marking them as told from
a particular point of view-constitute important stepping stones in the construction
of what Mills (1940) termed the ‘grammar of motives’. That grammar in turn
regulates social relationships at the cultural as well as situated level of interactions,
thereby contributing to narrative sense-making as well as the interpretation of
narratives. Besides the issue of the degree of agentivity ascribed to characters, a
question that is central for narrative analysis is whether the overall order is created
by the agency of the author, by the agency of the implied author, or by the position
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of a narrator, or whether ‘agency’ itself lies within the consciousness of reader or
audience in the reception and perception process. (“Agency”)

Bamberg’s terminology is very helpful but does not completely overlap with my own
terminology used throughout this study. For the sake of clarity, I will refer to the first form
of agency as diegetic agency, which I define as the protagonist’s ability to make decisions
that affect his or her life and storyworld. When I use the term linguistic agency, which will
be employed primarily in the fourth chapter of this study, I refer to a character’s ability to
use (or decision not to use) their language(s) of choice in a given context. I refer to
Bamberg’s third form as narrative agency, which includes the ambivalence he notes in
terms of who actually has control over the narrative, an issue that will arise again and again
in this chapter and beyond.

1.3.1. Information Gaps in Canetti’s and Özdoğan’s Narratives
This section of the chapter compares the rhetorical and narratological structures in
Elias Canetti’s childhood memoir, Die gerettete Zunge (1977) and Selim Özdoğan’s novel
Die Tochter des Schmieds (2005), in order to explore how each author uses information
gaps,34 a term I will define below, between their respective child focalizers and adult
narrators, with particular interest in how or if these gaps are resolved. I discuss the
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This term is to be distinguished from what David Herman calls “gaps,” which are defined
as: “Lacunae or omissions in what is told or in the process of telling. Omissions in the
telling constitute ellipses; those in the told underscore the radical incompleteness of
fictional worlds” (187).
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similarities in the subject matter and style of the works, both of which feature moments in
which the child does not understand what is going on in his or her environment. I then
present ways in which the accord and discord between narrator and focalizer has been
discussed previously, applying these terms and theories to my own approach to the child
focalizer in these texts. Finally, I discuss the implications for the use of these information
gaps in each of the respective texts and how this analytical strategy can affect the
understanding of texts written for adults that are focalized through a child’s perspective.
At first glance, there appear to be challenges in comparing these works due to the
many obvious differences between them, from the authors’ biographies and cultural and
linguistic backgrounds, to their settings, to the texts’ genres and formal elements. Thus, the
time periods, geographic locations, and personal characteristics of the protagonists, differ,
as do the generic classifications—Canetti’s text is a memoir that, in part, reflects the
challenges faced by Jewish immigrants to western Europe in the WWI era, while
Özdoğan’s is a novel about a young female protagonist growing up in mid-century Turkey,
classified by one critic as a “türkisch-anatolische[] Biographie” (Hofmann 159) [TurkishAnatolian biography]. Their authors are also viewed differently in terms of what each has
contributed to the representation of his respective minority ethnic or religious communities,
although they do share a tendency to distance themselves somewhat from the expectations
of the group to whom their loyalties supposedly lie. During World War II, Canetti
“continued to adhere to the German language as his language of publication” while his
“emotional ties to German and Austrian culture also remained strong” (Lorenz 9). After
the horrific events of the Shoah became clear, Canetti “became ever more attached to the
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language of his choice, the German language, because it was shunned by the international
community and Jews worldwide” (Lorenz 13). 35 Additionally, he avoided explicit
reference to the Shoah, which was, of course, a significant topic of Jewish German and
international Jewish writers in the war’s aftermath (Lorenz 14). Evaluations of Özdoğan
are more ambivalent. A child of Turkish immigrants who was born in Germany, he first
gained notoriety for his popular literary texts that did not have to do with themes particular
to the Turkish-German experience or migration. Tom Cheesman remarks that Özdoğan has
liberated himself from the “burdens of representation,” noting that “[s]pecifically ethnic
dimensions of his experience are marginal. In many of his books, the only reference to his
Turkish background lies in his name” (“Juggling Burdens” 481–82). It was only after
winning the very prize that marked him as “different”––the 1999 Chamisso-Preis—that
Özdoğan began focusing more on his heritage as a source of inspiration. Özdoğan’s own
“Turkish turn”36 is viewed by intercultural literary scholar Michael Hofmann as doing a
service to an entire generation of Turkish Gastarbeiter, going so far as to say, “[d]iesen
Menschen gibt der nachgeborene Erzähler mit seinem Roman ihre Geschichte zurück”
(“Güls Welt” 157) [with his novel, the later-born narrator gives these people their history
back].
Despite these differences, there are many thematic and structural elements that
make these texts worth considering together. The first is the aspect of travel that figures
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The topic of Canetti’s language use will be explored in detail in Chapter Four of this
dissertation.
36 I refer here to the title of Leslie Adelson’s book The Turkish Turn in Contemporary
German Literature (2005).
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prominently in both: as already mentioned, Canetti’s and Vertlib’s protagonists moved a
great deal as young children, and Özdoğan’s protagonist Gül’s family moves from the
village to the outskirts of the city and to its center several times a year, each location
offering a different set of challenges, opportunities, and cast of characters. Another
commonality is the influence of modernity, which shapes an evolving set of expectations,
desires, and motivations of both the main characters and their families, resulting in several
clashes between tradition and progress. A third similarity is the death of a parent in early
childhood; in Canetti’s case, his father dies suddenly, whereas Gül’s mother dies after a
short but brutal illness. Each had enjoyed a very close and loving relationship with this
parent, and each must contend with his or her remaining parent’s grief, as well as the
widow’s or widower’s new partners. Also, each must deal with a mother figure that is far
from the traditional idea of “maternal” (in Gül’s case, I refer here to her stepmother), and
is forced to grow up quickly to become an ersatz partner for the remaining parent. Aside
from thematic and plot similarities, however, there is a structural similarity that deeply
shapes each text: the text’s main focalizer (though not necessarily its voice—an issue to
which I will return below) is a child. In order to give some theoretical context for looking
at the child focalizer in these two texts, it will be helpful to look at how a comparable text
with a child focalizer has been analyzed. My interest in focusing on the child focalizer in
Canetti’s and Özdoğan’s texts is in looking at the commonalities and moments of discord—
to use Maguire’s terminology, at the “temporal and special gaps”—between the narrating
and narrated selves.
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An important concept to help frame the contrast between the child focalizer and the
adult narrator is what Dorrit Cohn defines in Transparent Minds as “consonant” versus
“dissonant” narrators in which the former describes a narrating-I who identifies with the
experiencing-I, whereas the latter describes a narrator who turns “back on a past self
steeped in ignorance, confusion, and delusion (145). The concept of dissonance is helpful
for the analysis of Canetti and Özdoğan, as it describes the phenomenon of the adult
narrator and child focalizer having different understandings of the events taking place
within the narrated. As the narrator is outside the narrated, the information he or she gives
to the reader creates a dissonance between what the character knows and what the narrator
and reader know. I term the particular form of dissonance analyzed in this study––the
chasm between the child protagonist’s lack of understanding of a particular situation and
the superior understanding of the adult narrator or reader––information gaps. These are
moments in which the child protagonist expresses a lack of understanding either
intentionally, for example, by a verbalized admission of confusion, or unintentionally, for
example, by exhibiting behavior that can be recognized by adults (whether diegetically, i.e.
adults in the story world, or extradiegetically, i.e. the adult reader) as misconceived.
Information gaps are also resolved in different ways and with different effects. In
some cases, the information gap is quickly resolved when the child receives the necessary
information to comprehend the situation within the diegetic space of the narrative; for
example, the child asks a question about what is going on, and a parent or another adult
explains. This is usually the route that Özdoğan takes. Other times, the information gap is
resolved by an instance of narratorial commentary, which is the strategy Canetti often uses.
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Sometimes, this information gap is only resolved by the reader accessing his or her own
life experience, which narratologist Raphaël Baroni describes as “extratextual knowledge,”
the phenomenon that occurs “when a reader fills the gaps of the narrative, or when s/he
tries to predict its unfolding by resorting to scripts, the logic of intentional actions,
stereotypes, intertextuality, generic knowledge and so on” (259). Sometimes, it is never
resolved.
Canetti and Özdoğan’s narrators introduce these information gaps with similar
language, albeit in different ways and with different overall effects and consequences for
the respective works. In fact, as I argue, their approaches result in opposite effects: Canetti
uses information gaps as an opportunity to assert his narrator’s perspective into his life
story focalized through his younger self, whereas Özdoğan uses information gaps as a
strategy to allow his focalizer’s voice to sound when it would not otherwise. By looking at
the ways in which each author uses information gaps, and if and how they are resolved, I
will be able to arrive at conclusions about the larger rhetorical and narratological structures
of each text.

1.3.2. Narratorial Intervention as Redemption in Canetti
In order to delve more deeply into the memoir’s narrative structure, it is important
to mention that the issue of categorizing its narrative situation is particularly challenging.
As it is a memoir, there are three different Canetti figures present: Canetti as the protagonist
and child focalizer, Canetti as the adult narrator, and Canetti as author. Both because he is
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describing his own life (it is autobiographical), and because both the narrator and main
character are Canetti, it is tempting to classify this text as autodiegetic. However, it is
problematic to do so without considering the deeper implications. Both author and narrator
Canetti are reflecting on events that happened some sixty or seventy years prior. Is the
protagonist and child focalizer, then, the same Canetti as either the narrator or the author?
Reflecting on the distinctions and dissonances between the experiencing self and the
narrating self (Cohn 145), and, in Erll’s terminology, the “remembering I” and the
“remembered I” (215), it must be concluded that these are not the same person. Indeed,
although Canetti claims to remember everything perfectly and to have added no flourish or
change to these experiences,37 there are clear moments of dissonance between these various
selves, which are exactly what the present focus on information gaps seeks to explore.
In his landmark The Rhetoric of Fiction, Booth describes a phenomenon like
resolving the information gap as commentary, a device which provides an “explanation of
the meaning of an action, summary of thought processes or of events too insignificant to
merit being dramatized, description of physical events and details whenever such
description cannot spring naturally from a character—these all occur in many different
forms” (169). Using Chaucer’s strong presence in the Canterbury Tales as an example of
how commentary can be used to enhance a narrative, Booth continues that “the over-all
effect is to make us feel that we have been given a better story, more carefully worked,
than would have been possible if he had simply served up his materials raw” (170). Canetti
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The passage in which Canetti claims that he has made no changes to his narrative is
analyzed in chapter four of this dissertation.
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uses this approach many times throughout the book. The commentary his narrator provides
is usually explanatory; quite often, after stating that the child Canetti did not understand
the implications of the events in his life at the time, the narrator offers an interpretation that
could only be gained through an increase in age and life experience and by talking to people
who were adults when he was a child and who therefore had superior knowledge of the
events—usually his mother.
This commentary thus creates a sense of dissonance between the knowledge
possessed by the narrator and that of the child focalizer. The moment of not understanding
presents an opportunity to shift from the perspective of the child focalizer to that of the
adult narrator. When the adult narrator has the opportunity to resolve the information gap,
he is able to refocus the content of the narrative to the knowledge he possesses as an adult
rather than dwell on the lack thereof he possessed as a child. By contextualizing his
childhood experiences through an adult perspective, Canetti is able to rectify and redeem
his lack of knowledge as a child.
The first example I consider is the opening scene of the memoir, an event that also
lends the book its title, in which a terrifying threat that never comes to fruition nevertheless
imbues the protagonist’s earliest memory with mortal fear, lack of bodily autonomy, and
disempowerment:

Meine früheste Erinnerung ist in Rot getaucht. Auf dem Arm eines Mädchens
komme ich zu einer Türe heraus. Der Boden vor mir ist rot und zur Linken geht
eine Treppe hinunter, die ebenso rot ist. Gegenüber von uns, in selber Höhe, öffnet
sich eine Türe und ein lächelnder Mann tritt heraus, der freundlich auf mich zugeht.
Er tritt ganz nahe an mich heran, bleibt stehen und sagt zu mir: »Zeig die Zunge!«
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Ich strecke die Zunge heraus, er greift in seine Tasche, zieht ein Taschenmesser
heraus, öffnet es und führt die Klinge ganz nahe an meine Zunge heran. Er sagt:
»Jetzt schneiden wir ihm die Zunge ab.« Ich wage es nicht, die Zunge
zurückzuziehen, er kommt immer näher, gleich wird er sie mit der Klinge berühren.
Im letzten Augenblick zieht er das Messer zurück, sagt: »Heute noch nicht.
Morgen.« Er klappt das Messer wieder zu und steckt es in seine Tasche.
Jeden Morgen treten wir aus der Tür heraus auf den roten Flur, die Türe
öffnet sich, und der lächelnde Mann erscheint. Ich weiß, was er sagen wird, und
warte auf seinen Befehl, die Zunge zu zeigen. Ich weiß, daß er sie mir abschneiden
wird, und fürchte mich jedesmal mehr. Der Tag beginnt damit, und es geschieht
viele Male. (9)

My earliest memory is dipped in red. I come out of a door on the arm of a maid, the
floor in front of me is red, and to the left a staircase goes down, equally red. Across
from us, at the same height, a door opens, and a smiling man steps forth, walking
towards me in a friendly way. He steps right up close to me, halts, and says: “Show
me your tongue.” I stick out my tongue, he reaches into his pocket, pulls out a
jackknife, opens it, brings the blade all the way to my tongue. He says: “Now we’ll
cut off his tongue.” I don’t dare pull back my tongue, he comes closer and closer,
the blade will touch me any second. In the last moment, he pulls back the knife,
saying: “Not today, tomorrow.” He snaps the knife shut again and puts it back in
his pocket.
Every morning, we step out of the door and into the red hallway, the door
opens, and the smiling man appears. I know what he’s going to say and I wait for
the command to show my tongue. I know he’s going to cut it off, and I get more
and more scared each time. That’s how the day starts, and it happens very often. (3)

Much has already been written about the significance of this event on Canetti’s life and on
his writing in terms of thematic concerns. One reading of the event suggests that the tongue
and the threat of its loss should be viewed as “the existential threat of castration, a threat
that is even more powerful by the virtue of its deferral” (Fuchs 47). Another critic also
focuses on the positive aspect of the scene, arguing that “Canetti’s showing his tongue,
bearing witness, can be also be interpreted as symbolizing a determination to fight the
mysterious enemy (death), no matter the limited human possibilities for self-defense”
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(Desmarais 54). A third makes a similar claim, writing that this scene “introduces the
hallmark of Elias Canetti: the writer who cannot be silenced” (Falk 4). However, relatively
little has been written on how the scene is constructed. The first important formal and
structural aspect is that the first part of the chapter in which the memory is described is
written in the present tense, whereas much of the rest of the book is written in the simple
past. This strategy creates a strong sense of immediacy. This combination of the focalizer
and the narrator makes the reader feel like he or she is also experiencing the event in real
time through the eyes of the child. The book thus begins with a unification of the narratingI and the experiencing-I. Canetti’s use of the present tense in this example is similar to that
employed by Knut Hamsun in his novel Hunger (1890), as analyzed by Dorrit Cohn in her
work on consonant and dissonant narration. Whereas narrators often switch to the present
tense in order to provide commentary, the present tense used by Hamsun “is of an entirely
different nature” because it is “not a ‘true’ present that refers to the speaker’s present
moment, but a narrative present that refers to the same past moment as the past tense does”
(157). Cohn describes the narrator of Hunger as strongly consonant; this differs from my
general claim regarding the narrator of Die gerettete Zunge. However, this particular use
of the present tense in Canetti’s work creates momentary consonance. In his work
expanding Dorrit Cohn’s concept of dissonant narration, narratologist Paul McCormick
calls this unification a “claim of stable identity,” which he defines as moments in which
“otherwise dissonant narrators close this distance and deviate from their pattern if they link
a character trait to both their narrating- and their experiencing-self, thereby asserting that
their claimed character trait is temporally continuous.” (318). The narration through this
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unified perspective also creates a feeling of empathy toward the child, as the reader
experiences the same type of confusion and feeling of uncertainty due to the surreal
descriptors used, such as the unfamiliar “in Rot getaucht” (9) [“dipped in red” (3)] and the
surprisingly threatening “lächelnde Mann” (9). That the event occurs every morning for an
indefinite duration (we just know that it “geschieht viele Male” (9) [“happens very often”
(3)]) gives this entire section an inescapable, dreamlike quality, fuzzy yet vivid enough to
invoke the feeling of a first memory in the reader. The inclusion of what the child focalizerprotagonist does know––“Ich weiß, was er sagen wird” and “Ich weiß, daß er sie mir
abschneiden wird” (9) [I know what he’s going to say” and “I know he’s going to cut it
off” (3)]––underscores what the protagonist does not know: why the man is threatening to
harm him. Thus, a tension is created between the protagonist’s understanding of the event’s
repeatability and what is expected of him and his lack of understanding regarding how to
interpret these various stimuli.
The claim of stable identity breaks down, however, when the narrator begins the
next section of this chapter, which is narrated in the simple past tense, to comment on how
he eventually makes sense of this memory by asking his mother to explain what it means
ten years later. The child’s lack of understanding or information gap is thus resolved “erst
sehr viel später” (9) [“only much later” (3)], when Canetti asks his mother what the event
meant. While Fuchs’ Freudian reading of the scene addresses one aspect of a sexual
undercurrent in the scene. However, it ignores an even more obvious aspect, as do, many
other interpretations of the scene; the reason the young man wants to prevent the child from
speaking is that the former is having a romantic relationship with the young nanny.
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Although he does not know it at the time, the young Canetti is forced to fall silent in the
face of sex. Beginning the book in this way introduces a theme that runs through its
entirety: throughout his childhood, Canetti remains naïve to sex. As will be seen, Canetti
is forced to grow up quickly in many aspects of his life when his father dies; he becomes
in many ways an ersatz partner for his mother, fulfilling her intellectual and emotional
needs. It is the same mother, however, who keeps him innocent of, and ignorant to,
anything and everything related to sex until he is much older. It is she that eventually
reveals to him ten years later the nature of his nanny’s relationship with the young man
who threatened him. There are many examples throughout the book of the mother trying
to protect her son from the harsh truth about sex that she feels he is not ready to know. This
information, presented to the reader as commentary, allows the narrator to reach a
conclusion about the event’s larger significance in his life: “Die Drohung mit dem Messer
hat ihre Wirkung getan, das Kind hat zehn Jahre darüber geschwiegen” (10). By pointing
out that “das Kind” was silent about the event for that long, he is able to underscore his
distinction from his child self through his present telling of the event. Structuring the story
in this way, by allowing readers to experience the event through the focalizer’s eyes, and
then showing how the older Canetti dealt with the event’s aftermath, allows this first
section to have a redemptive quality. The adult narrator, in telling the story of his younger
self, is able to correct the ‘wrongs’ of his childhood self, which were a direct result of his
lack of knowledge and his fear. Writing the memoir, then, is Canetti’s chance at redeeming
his childhood self.
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There are also moments in which expressing a lack of knowledge has a powerful
function, such as during the Passover Seders led by his grandfather:

Als der Jüngste hatte ich meine eigene, nicht unwichtige Funktion, ich mußte das
›Ma-nischtanah‹. sagen […] Der jüngste der Anwesenden fragt gleich zu Beginn,
was diese Vorrichtungen alle bedeuten […] Der Erzähler, in desem Falle der
Großvater, beantwortete die Frage des Jüngsten. […] Ohne meine Frage, die ich
auswendig hersagte, wobei ich das Buch in der Hand hielt, und mich stellte, als ob
ich lese, konnte die Erzählung nicht beginnen. (32)

As the youngest male, I had my own, not unimportant function; I had to ask the
Ma-nishtanah. […] The youngest of the participants asks right at the start what all
these preparations signify […] The narrator, in this case my grandfather, replies
with the detailed story of exodus from Egypt. Without my question, which I recited
by heart, holding the book and pretending to read, the story could not begin. (22)

While it is the youngest male child’s role in the tradition to show a lack of understanding,
thereby setting the Seder into motion, the irony of the situation is that Canetti has
memorized his contribution; rather than demonstrating an actual lack of understanding, his
confusion is staged and his contribution is rehearsed, even though he literally cannot even
read the script. Additionally, Canetti also reveals that he already knew what was to be said
during the rest of the Seder, but that he still felt that his grandfather “mir auf meine Frage
antwortete” [“was answering me personally” (22–23)]. This example provides another
layer of how the child’s lack of understanding works productively throughout the text. Just
as the adult narrator rectifies his childhood self’s lack of understanding, here his apparent
lack of understanding is rectified by an older male figure, whom he even calls the “narrator”
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of the Seder; however, the extradiegetic narrator reveals through his commentary that the
child actually knew what was happening all along.
When the child protagonist is about ten years old, an older schoolmate reveals to
him the secret of human reproduction. Disgusted by the vulgarity of the description and in
disbelief, Canetti accuses his classmate of lying. That day, having been confronted with
knowledge that he is not ready to process, he goes to his mother to make sense of it. Her
reaction is somewhat out of character:

sie schwieg, zum erstenmal schwieg sie, sie schwieg so lang, daß mir angst und
bange wurde. Dann aber sah sie mir in die Augen, und mit der Anrede, die ich von
unseren großen Augenblicken kannte, sagte sie feierlich: »Mein Sohn, glaubst du
deiner Mutter?« »Ja! Ja!« »Es ist nicht wahr. Er lügt. Das hat ihm seine Mutter nie
gesagt. Kinder kommen anders, auf eine schöne Weise. Ich werde es dir später
sagen. Du willst es jetzt noch gar nicht wissen!« Ihre Worte nahmen mir auf der
Stelle die Lust dazu. Ich wollte es wirklich noch gar nicht wissen. Wenn das andere
nur eine Lüge war! Nun wußte ich, daß es eine war – und eine schreckliche Lüge
dazu, den er hatte erfunden, was seine Mutter ihm nie gesagt hatte! (132–33)

she fell silent, silent for the first time, and remained silent so long that I grew scared.
But then she looked into my eyes and, addressing me as she always did in our grand
moments, she solemnly said: “My son, do you trust your mother?”
“Yes! Yes!”
“It’s not true! He’s lying! His mother never told him that. Children come in
a different way. A different beautiful way. I will tell you at a later time. You don’t
even want to know it now!” Her words instantly removed any desire to know. Nor
did I really want to. If only that other thing was a lie! Now I knew that it was a lie–
–and a dreadful lie to boot, for he had made it up, his mother had never told him
that. (107)

This passage reverses many of the features of the previous example. First, it is not the boy
who falls silent, but the mother. Although the information gap is almost resolved
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immediately within the diegesis, the mother, not wanting her son to grow up too quickly,
denies the truth and keeps him in ignorance. The information gap is therefore not resolved
diegetically, or even through an extradiegetic, metaleptic intrusion by the narrator; unlike
the above example, where the narrator reports that the mother’s intervention gave the older
protagonist the knowledge needed to understand the event, here, the protagonist actually
had access to the correct information in the diegesis, but the veracity of that knowledge is
denied. Thus, while the focalizer-protagonist feels that the information gap was sufficiently
resolved diegetically by falsely learning that his classmate’s words were a lie––“Nun wußte
ich, daß es eine [Lüge] war” (133) [“Now I knew that it was a lie” (107)] the gap is truly
only resolved extratextually, with the reader bringing in his or her outside knowledge. The
uncharacteristic temporary lack of narratorial intervention pushes the claim of stable
identity to its limits.
However, although this first portion of the chapter is focalized in the child’s
perspective, the narrator does not leave the situation uncommented for long; he makes two
comments regarding the larger impact this event had on both his child self and his current
self, which can be seen as commentary. First, though his innocence regarding the truth
about sex is still intact, his mistrust of his classmate creates a loss of innocence that is
unrecoverable: “So früh hat die Auffindung des Bösen begonnen. Der Hang dazu hat mich
lange verfolgt, bis in die späteren Zeiten” (133) [“That was how early the discovery of evil
began” (107)]. The statement, made in the present perfect rather than the simple past of
much of the rest of the narrative, indicates a change to his worldview that lasted for a long
time, but that was altered sometime before the writing of the book. Ironically, by denying
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the truth about sex to her son, Canetti’s mother contributes to the very loss of innocence
she was trying to make him avoid, as he loses faith in his friend. Redemption comes with
the second comment: “Ich ließ ihn in Frieden, so sehr, daß ich keine weitere Erinnerung an
ihn habe. Wenn ich an den Rest der Schulzeit in Wien denke, noch etwas ein halbes Jahr,
bleibt er mir entschwunden” (134) [“I left him alone, to such an extent that I have no further
memory of him. When I think back to the rest of my schooltime in Vienna, approximately
six more months, he remains vanished” (108)]. Here, Canetti’s redemption comes in the
form of not knowing what happened to his classmate. When considered alongside the other
instances of redemption discussed above, the implicit message of this comment is that,
while Canetti’s memories, knowledge, and experience will be recorded in his book for
many generations to come, his classmate’s contribution is merely a small plot arc. Canetti
is the story’s hero, whereas the classmate is merely a minor character.
On a basic level, all narrators control how information is presented to the implied
reader. However, in first creating gaps and then controlling how the gaps are resolved, the
narrator of Canetti’s memoir underscores his function as authoritative teller of truths, even
as he presents his childhood lack of knowledge. This positioning of the self as storyteller,
and thus the narrativization of the gradual shift of the protagonist from focalizer to narrator,
is a theme that develops throughout the memoir alongside the protagonist’s own
development. From the tender age of seven, the protagonist is portrayed as a storyteller and
literary scholar-in-training, such as when he remembers spending time in his childhood
nursery: “Ich erfand Geschichten, in denen [die Tapetenleute] sie vorkamen, teils erzählte
ich ihnen, teils spielte sie mit, ich hatte nie genug von den Tapetenleuten und konnte mich
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stundenlang mit ihnen unterhalten” (51) [“I made up stories in which they [the wallpaper
people] appeared, either I told them the stories or they played with me. I never got tired of
the wallpaper people and I could talk to them for hours” (38)]. The protagonist’s precocious
gift for storytelling lays the framework for the redemptive metanarrative tying together the
entire memoir, an aspect that will be explored at greater length in Chapter Two of this
study.

1.3.4. The (mostly) Silent Interlocutor: Giving Gül a Voice through Information Gaps
In this section, I will argue that, by looking at Gül’s role as an interlocutor and her
participation in conversations, we can see that Gül somewhat counterintuitively gains a
voice when she expresses her confusion or lack of comprehension. Before delving deeply
into a textual analysis in which I will look at how information gaps are utilized by Özdoğan,
I discuss previous theoretical approaches to establishing the function of the child focalizer
and protagonist, Gül. Özdoğan’s novel can be described as using a third-person narration
or, to use Genette’s terminology, a heterodiegetic narrator. According to Mahmut Karakuş,
we must consider Gül the main character of the novel due to both plot and structure:

Dass Gül hier die Hauptgestalt ist, kann nicht nur darauf zurück geführt werden,
dass im Roman in ersten Linie von ihr erzählt wird. Dass sie die Hauptgestalt des
Romans ist, wird auch dadurch unterstrichen, dass die ganze Geschichte
hauptsächlich aus ihrer Optik erzählt wird. (146)
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That Gül is the protagonist can not only be attributed to the fact that the novel
primarily narrates about her. That Gül is the protagonist is underscored by the fact
that the entire story is primarily narrated from her perspective.

The description “aus ihrer Optik” [from her perspective] should not be confused as a firstperson or autodiegetic narrator. Gül is not the narrator, or, at least not explicitly—the
narrator is unnamed and unspecified. Rather, the book is told through her eyes—through
her perspective—and she is thus the focalizer. Karakuş continues his analysis, noting that
there are certainly exceptions to this norm, especially during the beginning of the novel
when the focalization switches between various adult characters. But, overall, this method
is the “dominierende Erzählsituation” (146) [dominating narrative situation]. Therefore,
her roles as focalizer and protagonist combine to justify her status as the eponymous
character. Importantly, although the blacksmith has four daughters, Gül, the eldest, is the
one who is most commonly referred to as the eponymous “Tochter des Schmieds” [the
blacksmith’s daughter] (cf. 149). Thus, the book title simultaneously and defines her as the
protagonist in the story, centering her as its focus, while ironically placing her firmly within
her familial role.
Michael Hofmann suggests an even stronger understanding of Gül’s function in the
novel, writing, “[d]ie Funktion des Erzählens, die einer namenlosen auktorialen Instanz
zugeordnet ist, bleibt mit der Protagonistin des Romans verbunden, die eine familiäre
Erinnerung rekonstruiert und stabilisiert” (“Güls Welt” 161) [the narratorial function,
which can be classified as an unnamed auctorial instance, remains tied to the novel’s
protagonist, who reconstructrs and stabilizes familial memory]. Hofmann aligns Gül’s
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storytelling to her sisters with the narratorial function, going as far as to call her an
“Erzählerin” (“Güls Welt” 161). In this sense, the stories Gül tells her sisters are examples
of a Binnenerzählung [embedded narrative]. It may be tempting to ascribe a narrator-like
function to Gül. However, I would like to argue that even if we see the story through Gül’s
eyes, we rarely hear her voice sound, and thus she cannot be considered to have a narratorial
function, but merely a focalizing function. The distinction between the focalizer, Gül, and
the anonymous heterodiegetic narrator leads Dayıoğlu-Yücel to remark the following about
Özdoğan’s sequel that continues Gül’s life story:

Exactly this dialogue on the structural level is the quality that distinguishes it from
one-dimensional, accusatory literature. Testimonial literature does not allow for a
critical observation of the literary figures because there is no distance between the
narrator and the characters, between narrator and narrated. (“New World
Literature” 76)

In fact, much more than a narrator, Gül often plays the role of (sometimes unwilling or
unintentional) interlocutor or narratee to the adults around her. As an interlocutor, Gül
mostly listens to the words of others rather than participating in the dialogue herself. When
she does speak diegetically, only rarely do her words sound; rather, the extradiegetic
listener (i.e., the reader) is aware of Gül’s speaking, but usually does not have the
opportunity to access her speech through direct quotation. The reader usually just receives
a summary of the topic of conversation, but cannot more deeply engage with her precise
words. Even the reactions to her speech are often canned, such as her husband’s blasé
responses to the stories she tells early in their marriage, muted, or altogether absent.
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Interestingly, the moments in which we most often hear Gül’s feelings or reactions are
when she reveals that she does not understand what is going on. By showing the limits of
Gül’s knowledge, the reader is encouraged to reflect on Gül’s subjectivity in the narrative
and her positionality within her community.
One of the most significant examples of Gül’s lack of understanding a situation is
when Gül is dealing with her mother, Fatma’s, illness and eventual death. She needs her
mother’s soothing words to help her make sense of the overwhelming world around her.
Her mother is often the one who provides her with guidance when she needs it. In the days
leading up to Fatma’s death, her words served to confuse rather than elucidate. When
Fatma apologizes to her friends and family if she has sinned against them, Gül is there to
bear witness:

Gül verstand nicht, was das hieß, aber sie begriff, daß es nichts Gutes
bedeuten konnte. Sie verstand so vieles nicht. Erst machte ihre Mutter die Welt
kleiner mit ihren Worten, aber es half nicht, und jetzt sagte sie ein paar Worte, die
die Welt wieder Größer machten, so groß, daß sie nicht wußte, wohin sie sollte.
(54)

Gül did not understand what that meant, but she realized that it could not
mean anything good. There was so much she did not understand. At first, her
mother made the world smaller with her words, but it did not help, and now she
said a few words that again made the world bigger, so big that she did not know
where to go.

Important to mention is that the words are not directed at Gül explicitly, as her mother says
them to a large group of people. However, the reader is privy only to Gül’s reaction to the
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words, while the narrator ignores the reactions of the people in the group; in fact, the group
disappears from view completely, as the scene immediately following this one takes place
in the hospital. Therefore, the only reaction we do receive is from a young child who lacks
life experience and does not even understand the true significance of the words. Her lack
of comprehension causes her to reflect on other areas in her life that she does not fully
understand. Although Gül is not actually talking, we can still view this as a moment in
which she gains a stronger voice because the reader has access to her emotional state
through the use of a narratorial technique Dorrit Cohn terms “narrated monologue,”
adapted and developed from the French “style indirect libre” and the German “erlebte
Rede” (109).
Gül finds out about her mother’s death a week later. The death is not reported to
Gül directly—she overhears it when she is eavesdropping on her aunt speaking with a
neighbor. The words are not meant for her ears and she does not fully comprehend them
until she tells her father the news. Her reporting of this information to her father is one of
the rare times she is directly quoted in the book, representing another instance in which
Gül receives a voice due to her lack of understanding. She needs her father’s reaction to
the news in order to understand what has happened: “Erst als sie sieht, wie ihr Vater
reagiert, bekommt sie eine Ahnung, was die Worte bedeuten, die sie gerade gesagt hat”
(58) [Only when she sees how her father reacts does Gül have an idea of what the words
she just said might mean]. The diegetic resolution of the information gap leads to a period
of mourning, the narration of which arguably provides the most sustained voice Gül
possesses throughout the entire book. Through the use of narrated monologue, the reader
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gains access to her dark thoughts and wishes for her mother to return, engaging with her
emotions more directly than at most other points of the book.
In the weeks following her mother’s death, it is again Gül who overhears the
important news: her father will get remarried. It is also she who breaks the news to him but
it is only through his reaction to the news that Gül is able to process the information herself.
He tells the children soon that, “bald […] werdet ihr eine Mutter haben” and Gül reflects,
“[e]rst in dem Moment, in dem sie es von ihrem Vater hört, glaubt Gül es wirklich” (65)
[soon you will have a mother; only in the moment when she hears it from her father does
Gül begin to believe it]. Again, it is the diegetic resolution of the information gap through
an interaction with her father that allows Gül to comprehend what has happened.
There are many more moments in which Gül is depicted as not understanding what
is going on because she so often has to deal with problems that exceed her maturity level
and life experience. For example, there is the conversation between Gül and her
stepmother, Arzu, in which the latter tries to tell Gül about the problems her father is having
with the village people. Gül “versteht nicht alles, aber mal wieder genug, um Angst zu
haben” (72) [does not understand everything, but again just enough to feel fearful]. When
she is out with her father and sees and hears two men fighting, “Gül verstand die Worte
nicht” [Gül did not understand the words], and is afraid until her father explains what is
going on. Lack of understanding and fear also go hand in hand later, when Gül fears for
her baby brother’s life when he keeps crying and cannot figure out why: “Immer wieder
kommt die Angst in Güls Leben und flüstert etwas, das Gül nicht richtig verstehen kann”
(139) [Again and again, fear came into Gül’s life and whispered something in her ear that
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Gül cannot quite understand]. Interestingly, Gül herself never reveals the event to anyone
at that time. Thus, though the event does not give her a voice in the moment, the fact that
we know that she has a chance to tell this story eventually is a powerful comment on the
part of the narrator. Years later, when she does recount the story, she tells her narratees:
“Das ist es, was einen Menschen einsam macht, nicht teilen zu können” (141) [That is the
thing that makes someone feel alone: not being able to share]. Overall, the moments in
which Gül does not understand something opens up the possibility for Gül’s voice to sound.
Whether she is given the tools to make sense of it diegetically, or not, these moments are
used to highlight Gül’s subjective experience of the world around her, providing a break
from the adult narrator and allowing the reader to see the world through her eyes.
In both Canetti’s and Özdoğan’s texts, the need for explanation underscores the
focalizer’s naïveté and the explanations themselves portray either the protagonist’s
immediate gratification through the experience of learning or the passage of time between
the time of experience and the time of narration during which information that was missing
is supplied in the distant future. Canetti’s use of information gaps, along with an
extradiegetic resolution of them, results in redemption for the adult narrator. Özdoğan’s
novel employs information gaps to allow the narrator’s voice to give way to the focalizer’s
own. In this sense, the two uses of information gaps both disrupted the respective narratives
but actually caused two different results—one use gives more agency to the adult narrator,
while the other gives more agency to the child focalizer.
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1.4.1. Interaction between Diegetic and Narrative Agency in Kafka and Tawada
In her work on coming of age in Middle Eastern novels, Soheila Ghaussy remarks
that “[t]he transformation from childhood to adulthood, marked by the sexual maturity of
the body, becomes a crucial aspect for the possibilities of self-identification and selfexpression” (459), which means that adolescence, this in-between stage, becomes a critical
phase for learning how to process the past in order to create a self-identity for the future.
Yet what happens when this transformation is not freely or consensually undertaken,
indeed, when it is not even understood as having occurred or experienced consciously? Ala
Aryyes compellingly argues that the distinction between child and youth, or between child
and adolescent, has often erased the experiences of fictional (and real) girls forced by
culture and convention into sexual relationships at young ages, after which they are
understood to be adults (122–123). He asserts that “as long as the age difference does not
bring consent and freedom, I will continue to call him/her a child to emphasize that
dependence; hence, coercibility” (122). This lack of agency, both diegetic and narrative,
will be explored in two texts, Kafka’s Der Verschollene (posth. 1927) and Tawada’s Das
nackte Auge (2005). Although Aryyes’s study focuses on the experience of girls, it will be
argued that the male protagonist of Kafka’s story is similarly subjected to an inability to
exercise control over his sexual experience. Both novels feature a fifteen- or sixteen-yearold protagonist who is coerced into a sexual relationship that has greatly affects their
mobility; in fact, it is the cause of their estrangement from their families, linguistic and
cultural communities, and educations, and unwittingly thrusts them towards an adulthood
for which they are unprepared and have little to no support. The societal expectation for
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them to act like adults when they are still teenagers––and when they can exercise little
diegetic agency over their movement across borders––sets them up for failure, continued
exploitation, and instability.

1.4.2. Physical and Narratological Disempowerment in Kafka’s Der Verschollene
The novel fragment’s first chapter is paradigmatic for how narrative agency
operates in the text, starting with the very first sentence, which reveals that Karl was
forcibly sent away by his parents after Johanna, the 35-year-old maid employed by the
family, became pregnant with Karl’s child:

Als der sechzehnjährige Karl Roßmann, der von seinen armen Eltern nach
Amerika geschickt worden war, weil ihn ein Dienstmädchen verführt und ein Kind
von ihm bekommen hatte, in dem schon langsam gewordenen Schiff in den Hafen
von New York einfuhr, erblickte er die schon längst beobachtete Statue der
Freiheitsgöttin wie in einem plötzlich stärker gewordenen Sonnenlicht. (7)

As he entered New York Harbor on the now slow-moving ship, Karl
Rossmann, a seventeen-year-old youth who had been sent to America by his poor
parents because a servant girl had seduced him and borne a child by him, saw the
Statue of Liberty, which he had been observing for some time, as if in a sudden
burst of sunlight. The arm with the sword now reached aloft, and about her figure
blew the free winds.38

Mark Harman writes that there are “conflicting indications as to whether Karl Rossmann
is sixteen or seventeen” (xxvii), and chooses to not adopt Max Brod’s manuscript
connections, so that Karl allegedly begins the book at age seventeen; yet Karl self-identifies
as fifteen in the later conversation when he applies for his job. By my calculation, the
Harman translation ages Karl by almost two years.
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It is especially important for this study to note that Karl’s precise age is a topic of some
debate due to inconsistencies in the fragmentary novel. Although the first paragraph of the
novel seems to make it clear that he is sixteen, when he later applies to work at Hotel
Occidental, the cook asks if he is seventeen, and he remarks “Ich werde nächstens Monat
sechzehn” (131) [“Next month I shall be sixteen”], meaning that he is actually only fifteen
at the start of the novel. It is possible that this discrepancy was an unintentional mistake
and a remnant of the book’s status as a fragment rather than a completed and revised draft.
However, it is also possible that Kafka obscured Karl’s original age intentionally, making
him appear even older than he actually was, which would be consistent with the tendency
for those around him to treat him as an adult rather than the adolescent he is. Seen through
a narratological lens, at the very start of the novel, the narrator ages the protagonist, making
him seem more culpable for the situation that sent him to the U.S. Rather than allowing
him to grow up, his disempowering experience of anti-Bildung in the U.S. reveals him as
the younger age he actually is, both suggesting that he should not be held accountable for
what will be argued is a clear experience of sexual assault and showing that he is regressing
in the U.S. rather than progressing. The wording reveals Karl’s passivity and lack of agency
through several strategies, including the use of the passive voice (“geschickt worden war”),
his status as an object of the maid’s sexual advances rather than an active participant in a
mutual affair, as well as the lack of actions ascribed to the protagonist within his diegetic
present-day realm. Indeed, Karl’s first active engagement with the world around him is
when he “erblickte […] die schon längst beobachtete Statue,” wording which paints Karl’s
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viewing of it is as both tardy and superfluous; as such, he seems to be a disposable
latecomer to his own narrative. The revelation in the next sentence that the Statue of Liberty
holds a sword rather than a torch foreshadows that Karl’s experiences in the U.S. will be
shaped by violence rather than Enlightenment ideals. This altered detail can be read as an
allegorical figure and evidence of Karl’s inaccurate (and affect-laden) observation, a sign
of the narrator’s unreliability, or the presentation of an alternate universe that is not meant
to be synonymous with the historical U.S.39 While Kafka had himself never traveled to the
U.S., he drew heavily from travelogues of his time, including the bestselling Amerika:
heute und morgen [America: today and tomorrow] by Arthur Holitscher (1912). Though
Holitscher does not describe the Statue as bearing a sword, Mark Harman claims in his
translator’s preface that Kafka “may be grafting onto his description of the statue an image
that Holischer used in portraying the island” (xxii). In any case, this first sentence matterof-factly narrates the protagonist’s tragic circumstances, reminiscent of the iconic first
sentence of Kafka’s “Die Verwandlung” (1912/1915) [The Metamorphosis], which he
wrote at the same time as Der Verschollene’s first chapter, “Der Heizer,” and which he had
envisioned as comprising part of the same Söhne [Sons] trilogy along with his short story
“Das Urteil” (1912) [The Judgment] (Fickert 18). Though Karl is ejected from his family
at the fragment’s outset, whereas Gregor of “Die Verwandlung” becomes increasingly
ostracized throughout the novella while sharing a home with his family, the family
dynamics experienced by the protagonists are similar in that both are rejected and punished

39

Harman writes that the sword “may recall the cherubim and the fiery revolving sword
that guard the gates of the Garden of Eden after the expulsion of Adam and Eve, at least in
the influential old Greek translation of Genesis” (xix).
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by their families because they are unable to uphold conventional bourgeois morality. Kurt
Fickert claims that the connective thread between all three narratives is, “far from that of
social criticism, the rise and fall of a young man with a hidden ambition to write in the
bourgeois world, a process of alienation accompanied by guilty feelings and unsuccessful
attempts at atonement” (18). While Fickert means to push back against Marxist
(mis)readings of Kafka, I am not convinced that “social criticism” and the “process of
alienation” should be interpreted as mutually exclusive enterprises in Kafka’s oeuvre, and
instead suggest that Karl’s alienation must be viewed within an intersectional framework
mindful of his identity as child, foreigner, and victim of abuse, positionalities which
disempower Karl due to his lack of access to social and material capital. Betiel Wasihun
describes Karl’s exile as “punishment for not resisting sexual seduction,” a description
which seems to implicate Karl as at least partially responsible for his fate (468). Part of the
problem of English language scholarship on this text may stem from the fact that the
common translation of the German “verführen” into “seduction” is not sufficient; it does
not account for the deeper connotations of the German verb, which can mean “to mislead”
and “to entrap,” and is also used in the legal phrase “ein Kind zum Geschlechtsverkehr
verführen,” describing the act of grooming a child for sexual activity that cannot, by
definition, be considered consensual. By understanding Karl as a victim rather than a
perpetrator, I might be following Kafka’s own feelings toward his protagonist. Mark
Harman notes that Kafka’s diary entries and letters reveal that Karl was Kafka’s “favorite
alter ego”; beyond his clear affection for his protagonist, a diary entry dated September 30,
1915 “compared the fates of the heroes in The Missing Person and The Trial: ‘Rossmann
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and K., the innocent and the guilty, both executed without distinction in the end, the
innocent one with a gentler hand, more pushed aside than struck down’” (xxv). While the
novel was not completed and therefore did not explicitly portray Karl’s death, it is clear
that Kafka does not find the protagonist deserving of such a fate. If he is innocent of the
reason behind his banishment––his “seduction”–– then it would be pertinent to view Karl
as a victim of his circumstances. Yet in the extant criticism, Karl is not sufficiently
considered a victim of sexual abuse, which affects how his general lack of agency is
viewed. Given the famously ambivalent nature of Kafka’s writing, a characteristic Michael
Kimmage rightly calls a “clarity that obfuscates” (30), this relationship is not easy to
define. However, I argue that a close analysis of the relevant passages using narratological
methods reveals that this is not a consensual affair, but rather, that Karl was raped by
Johanna.
In order to analyze this sufficiently, I separate out the various levels of discourse
occurring in the section during which the relationship between Karl and Johanna is
described. I alternate between presenting the uncle’s intradiegetic narration of the situation
and Karl’s reaction to his uncle’s narration and his own memory of the events, which are
narrated through the use of erlebte Rede. While the first sentence of the novel had already
stated that Karl had been “verführt” by the maid and thus sent off to the U.S. as punishment,
the first intradiegetic stating of the reason for Karl’s being in America is done by Karl’s
uncle:
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»Mein lieber Neffe ist nun von seinen Eltern –– sagen wir nur das Wort, das die
Sache auch wirklich bezeichnet – einfach beiseitegeschafft worden, wie man eine
Katze vor die Tür wirft, wenn sie ärgert. Ich will durchaus nicht beschönigen, was
mein Neffe gemacht hat, daß er so gestraft wurde, aber sein Verschulden ist ein
solches, daß sein einfaches Nennen schon genug Entschuldigung enthält.« […]
»Er wurde nämlich«, fuhr der Onkel fort und stützte sich mit kleinen Neigungnen
auf das vor ihm eingestemmte Bambusstöckchen, wodurch es ihm tatsächlich
gelang, der Sache die unnötige Feierlichkeit zu nehmen, die sie sonst unbedingt
gehabt hätte, »er wurde nämlich von einem Dienstmädchen, Johanna Brummer,
einer etwa fünfunddreißigjährigen Person, verführt. Ich will mit dem Worte
›verführt‹ meinen Neffen durchaus nicht kränken, aber es ist doch schwer, ein
anderes, gleich passendes Wort zu finden.« (29)

“My dear nephew was simply––let’s not shy away from the word that really
describes what happened––was simply cast aside by his parents, the way one throws
out a cat when it becomes annoying. I certainly don’t want to gloss over what my
nephew did to merit that kind of punishment––one doesn’t gloss over things in
America––but his guilt is such that merely identifying it is excuse enough.” […]
“He was, you see”––Karl’s uncle continued, and as he spoke he kept tilting forward
a little on his small bamboo stick, which he had propped up before him, thereby
managing to relieve the affair of a certain solemnity it would otherwise have
assumed––“he was, you see, seduced by Johanna Brummer, a servant girl, who’s
about thirty-five years old. In using the word seduced, I certainly don’t wish to hurt
my nephew, but it’s hard to come up with a term that’s just as apt.” […] (24–25)

In his depiction of the circumstances, the uncle acknowledges Karl’s victimization, unlike
many readers of the novel. He suggests that even “das einfaches Nennen”––or narrating––
of the event absolves Karl of any guilt for what happened to him. Whereas Karl had been
initially narrated to appear older than he is, the German term “Dienstmädchen” infantilizes
Johanna, making it seem that she is younger than her true age and revealing the intersection
between age and social class; “Mädchen” is used regardless of the woman’s age to indicate
her lower status. The uncle’s remark that Johanna was thirty-five years old, his insistent
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use of the word “verführt,” in addition to his indignation toward Karl’s parents, strongly
suggest that the uncle sees Karl as the unwitting casualty of adult abuse––not as the
perpetrator.
Furthermore, Karl’s flashback to the event, which is made available to the reader
primarily through the use of narrated monologue, reveals Karl’s innocence and lack of
agency, traits that continue to describe him throughout the fragment and make him
susceptible to further acts of violent “seduction”:

Karl hatte aber keine Gefühle für jenes Mädchen. Im Gedränge einer immer
mehr zurücktretenden Vergangenheit saß sie in ihrer Küche neben dem
Küchenschrank, auf dessen Platte sie ihren Ellbogen stützte. […] Manchmal jagte
sie in der Küche herum und fuhr, wie eine Hexe lachend, zurück, wenn Karl ihr in
den Weg kam. Manchmal schloß sie die Küchentüre, wenn Karl eingetreten war,
und behielt die Klinke so lange in der Hand, bis er wegzugehen verlangte.
Manchmal holte sie Sachen, die er gar nicht haben wollte, und drückte sie ihm
schweigend in die Hände. Einmal aber sagte sie »Karl« und führte ihn, der noch
über die unerwartete Ansprache staunte, unter Grimassen seufzend in ihr
Zimmerchen, das sie zusperrte. Würgend umarmte sie seinen Hals, und während
sie ihn bat, sie zu entkleiden, entkleidete sie in Wirklichkeit ihn und legte ihn in ihr
Bett, als wolle sie ihn von jetzt niemandem mehr lassen und ihn streicheln und
pflegen bis zum Ende der Welt. »Karl, o du mein Karl!« rief sie, als sähe sie ihn
und bestätigte sich seinen Besitz, während er nicht das geringste sah und sich
unbehaglich in dem vielen warmen Bettzeug fühlte, das sie eigens für ihn
aufgehäuft zu haben schien. Dann legte sie sich auch zu ihm und wollte
irgendwelche Geheimnisse von ihm erfahren, aber er konnte ihr keine sagen, und
sie ärgerte sich im Scherz oder Ernst, schüttelte ihn, horchte sein Herz ab, bot ihre
Brust zum gleichen Abhorchen hin, wozu sie Karl aber nicht bringen konnte,
drückte ihren nackten Bauch an seinen Leib, suchte mit der Hand, so widerlich, daß
Karl Kopf und Hals aus den Kissen herausschüttelte, zwischen seinen Beinen, stieß
dann den Bauch einige Male gegen ihn – ihm war, als sei sie ein Teil seiner Selbst,
und vielleicht aus diesem Grunde hatte ihn eine entsetzliche Hilfsbedürftigkeit
ergriffen. Weinend kam er endlich nach vielen Wiedersehenswünschen ihrerseits
in sein Bett. Das war alles gewesen, und doch verstand es der Onkel, daraus eine
große Geschichte zu machen.
110

Karl, however, had no feelings for that girl. Amid the crush of a past that he
had pushed back even further, she sat in the kitchen beside the cabinet, with her
elbows resting on the counter top. […] Sometimes she would race around the
kitchen, and whenever Karl happened to get in her way, she would shrink back,
breaking out in witchlike laughter. Sometimes she would close the kitchen door
after Karl had entered and keep her hand on the knob until he asked for permission
to leave. Sometimes she would fetch things that he did not even want and press
them into his hands without saying a word. On one occasion, however, she said
“Karl!” and then, grimacing and moaning, led Karl, who was still astonished at
being addressed by his first name, into her little room, which she locked behind her.
She put her arms around his neck and seized it in a stranglehold, and, though she
had asked him to undress her, it was she who undressed him and put him in her bed,
as if she would never surrender him to anyone else and wanted to go on stroking
him and caring for him until the end of the world. “Karl, oh my Karl,” she cried, as
if she could see him and was confirming that she now had possession of him,
whereas he could see nothing and felt uncomfortable under the many warm
bedclothes that she had evidently heaped up especially for him. Then she lay down
beside him and wanted him to tell her secrets, but he had none to tell, and she
became annoyed, whether jokingly or in earnest, shook him, listened to his heart,
offered him her breast so that he too could listen but could not induce Karl to do
so, pressed her naked belly against his body, searched between his legs with her
hand––in such a revolting manner that Karl shook his head and throat out from
under the quilts––then pushed her belly up against him several times; it felt as if
she were part of him; hence perhaps the terrible feeling of helplessness that
overcame him. In tears, after listening to repeated wishes that they should meet
again, he had reached his bed. There was no more to it than that, but his uncle still
managed to make a big thing of it. (26–27)

The passage reveals Karl to be so completely naïve to how the sex act is performed that he
does not even seem to understand what had happened, beyond that it made him feel
repulsed, uncomfortable, helpless, and deeply sad. Johanna’s apparent aggressive attempts
at flirting––locking him in the kitchen and placing items in his hands without his asking
for them––are foreplay for her sexual assault of him. The repeated description, through the
focalizer’s innocent gaze, of Johanna touching her belly to his shows his lack of
understanding of even basic female anatomy. Between her locking him in her room,
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forcefully undressing him, and ignoring all of his attempts not to participate, from his trying
to escape the covers and refusing to touch her, to his tears at the conclusion, there is
absolutely no sign of his consent for sexual intercourse or desire toward her. In fact, he
makes it clear that he has no such feelings for her and that he has been trying to forget the
events since they occurred. His silence during the assault is mirrored by the silence of his
recollection, which occurs only in his mind and is not shared with the crowd listening to
his uncle’s narration.
Despite being consistently infantilized and called “Junge” [boy] and “Kleiner”
[little one], Karl must bear the brunt of the very real adult consequences of an act in which
he did not willingly participate. Karl’s exile is one of the clearest literary examples of
victim-blaming, particularly of a male protagonist. The shamefulness of his rape has both
material and existential consequences; he may not have to wear a scarlet letter, but he is
forced to leave his family home, travel across an ocean, and start a new life with not much
more than a few shirts smelling of Verona salami. Considering how prominently fathers
figure in Kafka scholarship, it is strange that there is little regard for Karl as a would-be
father, especially given that it is his alleged paternity that sets the narrative into motion.
His inability to claim ownership of his child after he is shipped away from his family and
his child’s assignation to Karl’s maternal lineage by being named “Jakob” after Karl’s
maternal uncle seems to delete Karl’s link in the chain of paternal succession. Considering
that father figures, such as Georg’s father in “Das Urteil” occupy such an important role in
Kafka’s oeuvre as tellers of truth, Karl’s rape and subsequent denial of paternity precludes
him from exercising narrative agency beyond his own recollection through narrated
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monologue; he does not have the ability to intradiegetically share his story or halt his
uncle’s narration.
While the description of Karl’s parents as “arm” [poor] has been read by Wasihun
as an allusion to the family’s poverty (468), and while the expense of child support is an
important factor in the parents’ decision to send Karl abroad, 40 I do not think that “arm”
here refers primarily to material conditions. The fact that the family employs a live-in maid
implies that they, as is typical of Kafka’s narratives, belong to the bourgeois class.
Therefore, “arm” can also be read in the emotional sense, i.e. Karl’s poor (unfortunate)
parents. When understood in this way, it seems that the narrator ironically describes Karl’s
parents as “arm” even though it is Karl, not they, who must undergo trauma and
scapegoating at the hands of the people closest to him. Similarly, it would be difficult to
unironically read the ship’s captain entreaty to Karl that he should “[b]egreifen Sie doch,
junger Mann, Ihr Glück” (28) [“[t]ry, young man, try to understand your good fortune”
(23)]. When viewed through a narratological lens, Karl’s disempowerment is evident from
the very first sentence, a tendency that continues throughout the first chapter and remainder
of the fragment. As becomes clear during Karl’s meeting with his uncle, analyzed below,
the act of the narration of the rape is itself a repetition of the very violence of the act, thus
furthering Karl’s disempowerment.

40

As Karl’s uncle reports of Karl’s parents: “zur Vermeidung der Alimentenzahlung und
des Skandals ihren Sohn, meinen lieben Neffen, nach Amerika haben transportieren lassen,
mit unverantwortlich ungenügender Ausrüstung” (28) [“to avoid those child support
payments and the whole scandal, his parents shipped off their son, my dear nephew, to
America, and, as one can see, made inadequate and indeed irresponsible provision for him”
(25).
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When Karl’s uncle reveals to the ship’s crew the reason for his nephew’s trip to the
U.S., Karl’s discomfort is revealed by the narrator, as Karl internally expresses his desire:
“aus dieser Sache, die jetzt so publik wurde, ein besonderes Geheimnis hatte machen
wollen” (30) [“for this matter which now was being discussed so openly was one that
earlier in the cabin Karl had sought to keep a special secret” (24)]. At first, Karl cannot
believe that his uncle could know about Johanna: “›Das lässt sich hören‹, dachte Karl, ›aber
ich will nicht, daß er alles erzählt. Übrigens kann er es ja auch nicht wissen. Woher denn?‹“
(29) [“That’s not bad at all, Karl thought. But I don’t want him telling everyone. Besides,
how can he know? Who could have told him?” (24)]. The uncle then reveals that Johanna
had secretly sent him letters explaining the situation from her point of view. Karl, who
expresses through narrated monologue that he had wanted to keep the event a secret, does
not want this part of his story to be told. Indeed, keeping his rape a secret was one of the
reasons he was sent to the U.S.; and yet, through both Johanna’s letters and his uncle’s
telling of the events to the ship’s crew, the story is revealed––and completely out of Karl’s
hands. This recalls the way in which the narrator first reveals Karl’s rape in the novel
fragment’s first sentence. The multilayered revelations of Karl’s rape and the violence
enacted in its retelling proves Higgins and Silver’s claim in their work on rape narratives
that “who gets to tell the story and whose story counts as ‘truth’ determine the definition
of what rape is” and that “[f]ocusing on the tales told (or not told) by voices within texts,
by authors, and by critics” allows scholars to “chart the complex intersections or rape and
representation, revealing their inseparability from questions of subjectivity, authority,
meaning, power, and voice” (1). Therefore, in Karl’s case as well as in other stories of rape,
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not being able to take ownership of one’s own rape narrative, including its narration and
non-narration, is an act of disempowerment.
On the other hand, it is Uncle Jakob’s storytelling act that convinces Karl that the
man is his uncle, indicating that narrating a less powerful person’s moment of
disempowerment can boost one’s own visibility and agency. From its very outset and
despite being largely focalized through his perspective, the narration of Karl’s story is,
intradiegetically, almost entirely out of his control. The only access available to his story
is through the narrated monologue flashback, but he cannot stop the initial extradiegetic
framing of his story in the first sentence, nor his uncle’s intradiegetic revelation of the
events, the act which forced him to confront his own memories, which he had tried hard to
forget. Thus, he has minimal control over the reader’s and the diegetic crowd’s access to
information about his life and is disempowered by both the intradiegetic and extradiegetic
narrations of this defining moment of his life and start of his unfortunate demise. Yet it is
ironically the uncle’s intervention through the narration of the rape that allows Karl to gain
a certain status in his new country, which he realizes after he “drehte sich um, um den
Eindruck der Erzählung von den Gesichtern der Anwesenden abzulesen. Keiner lachte, alle
hörten geduldig und ernsthaft zu. Schließlich lacht man auch nicht über den Neffen eines
Senators bei der ersten Gelegenheit, die sich darbietet” (29–30) [“turned around to gauge
the impact of the story from the expressions of all present. Nobody laughed, everyone
listened patiently and in earnest. Well, one doesn’t laugh at the nephew of the state
counselor the first time one gets a chance to do so” (24)]. The unwanted retelling of his
most disempowered moment allows Karl to gain a momentary standing within this group–
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–so long as Karl behaves according to this group’s, and particularly his uncle’s,
expectations of him.

1.4.3. “Möchtest du keine Freiheit haben?” Intersectional Approaches to Agency,
Mobility, and Subjectivity
In drafting my argument, I have benefited from the insights of Maria Stehle and
Beverly Weber’s article “Precarious Intimacies: Narratives of Non-Arrival in a Changing
Europe,” analyze recent films that portray complex relationships between refugees from
the Middle East and Europeans in their countries of arrival. They argue:

For migrants and refugees, precarity results from insecure residency status,
differential exposure to imprisonment and surveillance, economic exclusion, and
racialized physical violence. Under these conditions, forming intimate connections
is a strategy for survival even as such networking highlights the precarious
conditions in which refugees live. […] [O]ur strategy is to trace intimacies in the
sense of closeness and familiarity between people, and consider how those
intimacies are embedded in the material conditions of precarity, marked as they are
by racism, state violence, and economic insecurity, all of which have a historical
relationship to the colonial processes. (76)

Though they base their argument on a set of films, Stehle and Weber 41 aptly describe the
situation of Das nackte Auge’s protagonist. As a multiply othered and minoritized
individual in Europe, the protagonist experiences the pull and push of her exoticism in her

41 Weber

first writes about “precarious intimacies” in an article on Tawada, cited in Chapter
Four in this dissertation.
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interactions with Europeans of both the dominant culture and of hyphenated, VietnameseEuropean identities. She is forced to remain in a perpetual state of what Stehle and Weber
term “non-arrival” (77). As such, in her relationships to those who both help and harm her
as she attempts to find safety and stability far away from her home, she experiences “the
kinds of affective connections and intimacies that Europe as a space of encounter produces
and precludes on interpersonal levels” (Stehle and Weber 87). My goal in this interpretation
is to consider how intersecting aspects of the protagonist’s identity, including age, gender,
race, citizenship status, sexual orientation, and linguistic ability, affect the kinds of
“precarious intimacies” she forms for survival, ultimately limiting her agency, mobility,
and subjectivity. Indeed, as I will try to show, it is these intersecting elements that cause
the protagonist to form these relationships in the first place.
The novel begins in 1988, a time when geography was strongly shaped by the EastWest divide provided by the physical border of the Berlin Wall between East and West
Germany, the ideological border of the Iron Curtain between the USSR and the West and
the imaginary border between Europe and Asia. Gabrakova points out that Tawada presents
a conflation of the “image of Vietnam belonging to the East in a colonial context, and
associated with Eastern Europe through the trip to Berlin in Eastern Germany” (644). The
first leg of the protagonist’s journey occurs when she is sent by her school to speak at an
international socialist youth meeting in East Germany because “[m]an wollte eine
authentische Stimme zum Thema ‘Vietnam als Opfer des amerikanischen Imperialismus’
hören” (7). As Bay compellingly argues, the protagonist’s
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vietnamesische Herkunft wird zum Ansatzpunkt einer Reflexion globaler
Ausbeutungsverhältnisse, gesellschaftlicher Diskriminierungspraktiken und
kapitalistischer Siegesrhetorik, die dem Text eine dezidiert politische Dimension
verleiht und sich jeweils in der Auseinandersetzung mit einem der von der IchErzählerin gesehenen Filme verdichtet. (588)

Vietnamese heritage is used as a starting point for a reflection on exploitative global
affairs, acts of discrimination in society, and the capitalistic rhetoric of victory,
which imbue the text with a decidedly political dimension that crystalizes in the
first-person narrator’s engagement with the films she views.

The protagonist is chosen to deliver the speech on the basis of her excellent grades, clear
writing style, and, in what turns out to be ironic foreshadowing, the “Eindruck, nicht leicht
verführbar zu sein” (7) [“gave the impression of being difficult to seduce” (3)]. She is sent
to Europe to give voice to her country’s victimization; narratologically, however, the single
quotation marks around the reason for her being sent to Europe create an ironic distance in
the declaration in the statement of Vietnam’s victimization that serves as the title for the
speech she is asked to give. The protagonist’s trip can be interpreted as being sent to the
West in order to be used as a prop in support of one European ideology (Socialism) and to
communicate the wrongdoings of capitalism, a competing European (and American)
ideology. Thus, making her the voice of victimization gives her agency, so long as she
admits to her country having had none; it empowers and disempowers her in quick
succession. Interestingly, American imperialism is the focus of the victimization narrative,
rather than France, which had colonized Indochina from 1887 until Vietnam’s
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independence in 1954.42 Stehle and Weber assert that “colonial formations of violence and
power were created in tandem with the production of notions of intimacy” which
“racialized non-European populations” (76). The intimacies between colonizer and
colonized, and between empire and subject, are based on precarious balances of power; the
imperialist and colonial contexts are clear from the very reason behind the protagonist’s
journey, and lay the groundwork for the unequal power relations in the interpersonal
relationships she will form in Europe. Put another way, her own personal experiences in
Europe and the relationships she will form once there are already shaped, if not
predetermined, by the “precarious intimacies” of colonial and imperial encounters.
When she arrives in Europe, the protagonist experiences several sexual, romantic,
and friendship relationships, each tinged by power relations that ultimately threaten to harm
or disadvantage the protagonist. The protagonist’s status as a racialized minority in Europe
can be understood through Fatima El-Tayeb’s work in critical race, feminist, and queer
studies on European others, in which she explains how “popular discourses on migration,
especially when framed in negative terms, largely target ‘visible minorities,’ represented
by people of non-European descent and Muslims” (xiv–xv). It is also important to consider
how her point of entry into Europe was East Germany, where Vietnamese people, as
citizens of a Socialist country, had already been arriving for decades as guest workers. The
protagonist’s hypervisibility impacts her ability to seek safety and stability, beginning with
the encounter that shapes the rest of her trajectory. At her hotel in East Berlin, she is

42

French colonization is explicitly thematized in a later chapter; for an excellent analysis,
see Bay.
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approached by a West German man who, after plying her with vodka, tries to convince her
to leave for the West with him, asking, “Möchtest du keine Freiheit haben?” (14) [“Don’t
you want freedom?” (11)]. When she refuses, she reflects on her precarious situation with
regard to both her geographic and linguistic displacement: “Ich erinnerte mich an die
Tatsache, dass ich mich jetzt zum ersten Mal im Ausland befand. Dazu kam noch, dass mir
ein fremder Mann aus der feindlichen Hälfte der Welt Unverständliches einredete” (15) [“I
remembered that this was the first time in my life I’d ever been to a foreign country. And
now a strange man from the enemy half of the world was filling my ears with
incomprehensible words” (12)]. Interestingly, though, this depiction, she maintains her
sense of identity despite being “im Ausland,” while defining Jörg as “ein fremder Mann”
on the basis of his being foreign to her. Yet he can only see her as both a sexual object to
be exploited and an Eastern woman––that is, both from East Asia and from East Germany–
–to be saved. As he continues getting her to drink alcohol, she suddenly loses
consciousness, at which point the narration stops until she wakes up again: “Ich konnte
mich gar nicht mehr erinnern, was danach passiert war. Als ich aufwachte, lag ich auf dem
Viereck eines weißen Betttuches” (16) [I couldn’t remember anymore what had happened
after that.]43 When I woke up, I was lying on a rectangle of white sheet (13)]. Understood
metaphorically, this blank white sheet is the first page of her new story, a story she is unable
to write on her own, as she does not even know where she is, how she got there, or how
long she has been unconscious. The fact that this new story begins in his bed indicates her
unwitting transformation towards both sexual maturity and victimhood, two traits that Jörg

43

This sentence is missing from Bernofsky’s translation.
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has tried to ascribe to her but which she has vehemently denied. Engaging with her captor
is the only chance she has to fill in these details, yet learning more about what happens to
her also disempowers her further. Thus, this example clearly shows how the protagonist
lacks both diegetic and narrative agency because of Jörg’s violence towards her.
He reveals that he has kidnapped her across the border to West Germany using the
“Trabi-Transport-Technik” [Trabi Transport Technique) to disguise her as a seat cushion
(18; 15). He then informs her that she is unable to leave Bochum because she is pregnant
with his child. Similar to Kafka’s figure of Karl, this alleged pregnancy occurred without
the protagonist’s consent. The rape(s) that occurred when she was unconscious cannot be
narrated, but her alleged pregnancy––which is only a ploy by Jörg to force her to stay with
him and avoid the shame of returning home as an unwed mother––finds its way in her
dreams. In each case, she panics with the realization of the foreign being growing inside of
her and tries to hide or suppress it. That these dreams allow her to work through her trauma
while in the bed, which symbolizes both her victimhood and the blank page of her story,
can be interpreted as an attempt to reclaim both narrative and diegetic agency.
As time passes on, Jörg effectively imprisons her inside his apartment. The first
time he leaves the apartment, she notes that “Die Tür machte beim Schließen ein so
schweres, dumpfes Geräusch, dass ich dachte, sie könnte in den kommenden zehn Jahren
nicht mehr geöffnet werden” (19) [“The door made such a heavy, dull metallic sound when
it shut that I thought it couldn’t possibly be opened again for the next ten years” (16)]. This
foreshadows the fact that she will indeed be stuck in Western Europe for the next decade.
While she is in his apartment, he continues to rape her, yet also provides food and expresses
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his desire to marry her. In his essay on Das nackte Auge, Daniel Medin troublingly reads
the protagonist’s assaults as evidence of the protagonist’s “detachment from physical
sensations” and “passivity and indifference” which “suggest something more complex”
[632], while it is clear to me that, when she responds with passivity, it is due to her trauma
and lack of other options. When she awakes from one of these processing dreams, Jörg is
next to her in the bed and asks “Was war los? Hast du schlecht geträumt? Keine Angst. Es
passiert nichts Schlimmes mehr hier” (23) [“What’s the matter? Did you have a bad dream?
Don’t worry. No more bad things can happen here” (20–21)]. He seems incapable of
understanding that he did not save her from a bad situation in Vietnam, in the East, or in
the socialist world; rather, he is the bad thing that happened to her. It appears that, in Jörg’s
mind, he shows the protagonist “freedom” and “love,” but these are both perversions of
these concepts. Yet despite the trauma of the bed, she is scared to venture away from it:
“Wenn ich aufstehen, das Bett verlassen und herumwandern würde, würde ich vielleicht
das Bett nie wiederfinden, das doch mein Rettungsboot war” (23) [“If I were to get up,
leave the bed and wander around, I might never find the bed again––my lifeboat (21)]. The
metaphor of the lifeboat shows the connection between her narrative agency of rewriting
her story in her dreams and the hope for diegetic agency––the ability to escape from this
abusive situation.
Yet, escape will not come easily; the intersection of her femaleness, her
foreignness, her lack of valid travel documents, her inability to speak German, and her
youth forces her reliance on these meager provisions even in the face of violent
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exploitation, for an entire year. When she wonders, sitting in Jörg’s apartment, why her
family has not responded to her letter, 44 she worries:

Haben sie mich vergessen wie ein abgetriebenes Kind? Haftet Verdacht an meiner
Familie, so dass sie mir nicht schreiben können? Es hatte in den Siebzigern
Familien gegeben, die ihre begabten Kinder allein ins Exil schickten, weil sie die
Entfaltung des Individuums wichtiger fanden als den Zusammenhalt einer Familie.
Aber ist nicht die Idee des Exils heute veraltet? (30)

Had they forgotten me like an aborted child? Was my family under surveillance
and thus unable to write back? Back in the 70s, there were parents who sent their
talented children into exile alone because they thought their individual development
more important than keeping the family together. But wasn’t the notion of exile
outdated? (29–30)

The protagonist’s feeling of having been aborted by her family can be related to her own
belief that she is pregnant, which is what actually keeps her from trying to return home.
The fact that her (fake) pregnancy-induced exile might be endangering her family contrasts
sharply with Karl’s family sending him away precisely as a means to protect them from
the consequences of Johanna’s pregnancy. In the protagonist’s mind, the idea of exile goes
against Socialist ideology, because the person is choosing her own freedom and, indeed,
her own Bildung over her family’s and her community’s wellbeing. Yet beyond the fear
and shame associated with exile, the worst offense might be that it is passé. Ironically, it is
Jörg’s apparent attempt to bring her to “freedom” that traps her and binds her to him; as an

I analyze the contents of the protagonist’s letter to her family in chapter two of this
dissertation.
123
44

undocumented migrant, she spends the next decade evading deportation and imprisonment
by surviving on the conditional kindness and inevitable exploitation of strangers as she
moves to Paris, back to Germany, and eventually all but relinquishing any hope of ever
returning home. Despite the increasing openness of borders in the post-wall Europe the
protagonist inhabits for the majority of the novel, the notion of exile is still very much
current, and, indeed, shapes the course of her tragic life.

1.5. Conclusion
In this chapter, I have outlined theories on the narration of childhood by drawing
from key secondary literature and then illustrated these approaches with references to
primary texts. Then, I performed close readings on two pairs of texts in order to develop
my own theoretical approaches in two areas. In the first of these, I approached two very
different texts by Canetti and Özdoğan using the same lens: a focus on information gaps,
how they were or were not resolved, and what affect the use of them had on each narrative
as a whole. In both cases, the need for explanation underscores the focalizer’s naïveté, and
the explanations themselves complicate the relationship between the adult narrator and the
child focalizer, as the former intervenes in a way that is temporally impossible. Canetti’s
use of information gaps, along with an extradiegetic resolution of them, resulted in
redemption for the adult narrator. Özdoğan’s text benefitted from the use of information
gaps in that they allowed the narrator’s voice to give way to the focalizer’s own. In this
sense, the two uses of information gaps both disrupted the respective narratives but actually
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caused two different results—one use gave more strength to the narrator, while the other
gave more strength to the focalizer. Finally, I explored the complex interrelation between
narrative and diegetic agency in Kafka’s and Tawada’s texts. By featuring adolescent
protagonists dealing with abusive adults, these texts provide insights into the importance
of working through trauma through narrative––even if only in dreams––and the additional
layers of trauma that occur when this narrativization is denied.
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CHAPTER 2: Formal Education and its Interruption; Alternate Forms of
Learning

2.1. Introduction
This chapter will analyze several primary texts to consider both the protagonists’
access to and experience within formal educational settings and the various reasons that
lead to the interruption of schooling, as well as the development of alternate, self-directed,
and informal strategies of learning to compensate for and strengthen their insufficient
formal education. The school as a literal Bildungsstation will be considered with an eye
toward its role in teaching young individuals how to be functional and contributing
members of society based on particular conventions, priorities, and expectations. Beyond
the traditional considerations for novels with this set of themes, the specific contexts of the
works analyzed in this chapter pose the question: How can education be both interrupted
and supplanted by border crossings?45 A common feature of the texts analyzed in this study
is the interruption of formal education at some point in the protagonist’s life due to various
structural factors. Ranging from sociopolitical to familial, decisions regarding the child’s
education often show how the sociopolitical and familial are closely interwoven, as
identificatory factors such as the child’s gender, class, and religious identity, which are
evaluated within the society along a spectrum of educability or belonging within the school

45

Social anthropologist Ana Bravo-Moreno compellingly suggests that, beyond how the
individual experience of migration impacts one’s own education, it is also important to
consider immigration’s broader impact on schools by providing a basis to explore “shifting
concepts of nationhood and the challenges that transnational mobilities pose to ideas of
cultural homogeneity in education and feelings of belonging” (420).
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space, are then reinforced or resisted within the family structure. The child’s education is
therefore shaped by the interaction between the ostensibly discrete realms of the home and
of the school. Therefore, although education itself is certainly formative for a young
person’s development, for these protagonists, its interruption is just as formative. These
interruptions may lead to estrangement of the child from his or her peers and a confirmation
of his or her place in society with regard to the aforementioned identificatory factors. The
effect of being either temporarily or permanently cut off from traditional and institutional
educational spaces leads to the development of strategies of self-directed or less formal
learning, such as homeschooling or private reading practice, as well as the substitution of
informal or praxis-oriented experiences, which the protagonists (or adult narrators in
retrospect) recognize as formative. These experiences allow the protagonists to access and
articulate alternate ways of knowing, albeit often with limited transferability back into
traditional educational contexts.
The themes explored in this chapter have been a part of novels of development for
centuries. In fact, the thematization of formal education and its interruption, as well as the
resulting development of informal educational strategies, was of critical importance for a
novel that pre-dates Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister: Karl Philipp Moritz’s autobiographical
novel Anton Reiser, which appeared in four parts between 1785 and 1790. A brief plot
summary will serve to illustrate the deep roots of the themes that crop up again and again
in these later texts. Moritz’s eponymous young protagonist, Anton, is a boy whose
education is interrupted due to his family’s working class background. Instead of attending
school, Anton is forced by his father to pursue an apprenticeship as a hatter, during which
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time he turns to reading as a means of escaping a life over which he does not exercise
significant control. When he receives a scholarship to attend school, he nevertheless
remains dissatisfied, because his ability to continue his education does not change the fact
of his class difference. Reading becomes a means of self-education, self-discovery, and
self-actualization, and his reading practice soon leads to the development of more active
creative endeavors, such as theatrical acting and writing. As Todd Kontje argues, “most of
the protagonists of these texts are avid readers […] Of particular interest are those moments
when the extensive readers portrayed in the novels become intensive readers of their own
lives” (Private Lives, 5–6). Although Kontje is referring to the most classical and canonical
examples of the Bildungsroman from the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, his
insights prove relevant for several of the texts analyzed in this chapter, as the development
of a private reading practice allows the protagonists to develop self-reflective and selfinstantiating techniques.
The sense of “failure” often ascribed to protagonists with inadequate, incomplete,
and non-traditional forms of Bildung is problematically oversimplified; a lack of formal
education, and the inability to reach other traditional benchmarks of the Bildungsroman
should not be interpreted as a failure of achieving other valid forms of Bildung. At the same
time, it is problematic to pretend that learning in the school of hard knocks instead of a
traditional school setting cannot lead to potentially disruptive and even devastating
consequences for the protagonist. Even as we may admire and celebrate the alternate
epistemologies developed by these protagonists, it is not ethical to romanticize their lack
of access to formal education by ignoring the structural reasons that caused it.
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2.2. Education as Women’s Work in Keun’s Kind aller Länder
Yet despite being only ten years old, Kully does not attend school during the novel’s
diegesis, with the novel only portraying a brief glimpse into her schooling in Germany
predating her family’s exile. This is precisely due to the sociopolitical situation in which
the family finds itself and which forces them to seek a life outside of the Third Reich.
Throughout their meandering journey, Kully is unable to attend school and instead only
receives instruction at home from her mother, a topic that causes strife between the parents.
Her mother does her best by trying to teach her daughter about German history, creating
an ironic tension between Kully’s memories of Germany as the family makes every effort
to seek life abroad, as portrayed in the following scene, which I have broken up into three
excerpts:

»Zieh dich an, Kully«, sagt meine Mutter, »und sage mir, was du von
Barbarossa weißt.«
Meine Mutter sitzt am Fenster und merkt nicht, dass ich mir den Hals nicht
wasche. »Barbarossa war ein Kaiser mit einem langen Bart«, sage ich. Ich muss
nämlich so was lernen. Ich gehe in keine Schule, meine Mutter unterrichtet mich.
Früher in Deutschland war ich in der Schule, und seitdem kann ich lesen
und schreiben. Dann wollte mein Vater nicht mehr in Deutschland sein, weil eine
Regierung Freunde von ihm eingesperrt hat und weil er nicht mehr sprechen und
schreiben durfte, was er wollte. Warum lernen denn dann die Kinder in Deutschland
eigentlich noch sprechen und schreiben? (32)
‘Get dressed, Kully,’ she says, ‘and tell me what you know about
Barbarossa.’ She sits by the window and doesn’t even notice that I don’t wash
behind my ears.
‘Barbarossa was an emperor with a long beard,’ I say. That’s the kind of
thing I have to learn. I don’t go to school, my mother gives me lessons. When I was
in Germany, before, I did go to school, and that’s where I learned to read and write.
Then my father didn’t want to be in Germany anymore, because the government
had locked up friends of his, and because he couldn’t write or say the things he
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wanted to write and say. I wonder what the point is of children in Germany still
having to learn to read and write? (27)

Kully is asked by her mother to prove her knowledge of Barbarossa, but it seems unlikely
that her answer would satisfy the average history teacher. Barbarossa, more formally
known as Friedrich I. (1122-1190), was Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire for almost
fifty years. Keun’s choice to focus on this figure may have been motivated due to
resonances between his contributions to medieval German life and contemporary events.
Friedrich I. was first crowned King of Germany in 1152, then crowned King of Italy in
1155, and King of Burgundy in 1178. After gaining control over an increasing expanse of
territory, Friedrich I. died while leading his army in the Third Crusade–– perhaps a
linguistic analogue for the Third Reich––an ideologically motivated battle for control of
the Holy Land. However, rather than the actual historical figure, it is more likely that Keun
is obliquely referencing Heinrich Heine’s satirical epic poem, Deutschland. Ein
Wintermärchen (1844). Heine––himself, like Keun, banned from publishing due to
political censorship and, like Kully, an exile in Paris, where his real and fictionalized
journeys to his hometown of Hamburg began–– portrayed Barbarossa as an out-of-touch
and past-his-prime leader trying to revive the Holy Roman Empire. The poetic-I ironically
implores “Rotbart” to fulfill his plans with gusto rather than only halfway:

Das Mittelalter, immerhin,
Das wahre, wie es gewesen,
Ich will es ertragen - erlöse uns nur
Von jenem Zwitterwesen,
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Von jenem Kamaschenrittertum,
Das ekelhaft ein Gemisch ist
Von gotischem Wahn und modernem Lug,
Das weder Fleisch noch Fisch ist.
Jag fort das Komödiantenpack,
Und schließe die Schauspielhäuser,
Wo man die Vorzeit parodiert Komme du bald, o Kaiser!« (72)
“The middle ages, if you like,
“The genuine middle ages
“I’ll gladly endure, but free us, I pray
“From the nonsense that now all the rage is. –
“From all that mongrel chivalry
“That such a nauseous dish is
“Of Gothic fancies and modern deceit,
“And neither flesh nor fish is.
“The troops of Comedians drive away,
“And close the theatres sickly,
“Wherein they parody former times,
“O Emperor, come thou quickly!” (73)

This reference seems especially possible given that the analepsis to her life before exile
discusses the censure of her father’s work. In general, the book provides very few examples
of Kully remembering her past life in Germany, instead focusing on the quotidian realities
of her present life in exile. Kully learns how to read and write in school in Germany, which
she juxtaposes with her father and his colleagues’ inability to voice their opinions freely in
written and oral form without threat of imprisonment. In the German, the use of the
indefinite article in the phrase “eine Regierung” shows Kully’s distance from her origin
country of Germany and underscores her naïveté regarding the sociopolitical reality. Even
as she shows her lack of knowledge, she rightfully asks why children even learn how to
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speak and write anymore, indirectly pointing toward the true purpose of education in the
Third Reich: to indoctrinate children into the logics of Aryan supremacy while suppressing
all forms of dissent and alternate modes of thought. Yet, despite the increasingly dire
situation in Nazi Germany, the decision to leave is difficult, particularly due to how
Annchen, Kully’s mother, worries it will affect the child’s education.

Als mein Vater fortwandern wollte, wollte meine Großmutter meine Mutter
behalten. Aber meine Mutter wollte mit meinem Vater gehen. Da wollte meine
Großmutter, dass ich bleibe, aber meine Eltern wollten mich mitnehmen, und ich
wollte auch dorthin, wo meine Eltern hinwandern.
Einmal hat meine Mutter geweint und gesagt: »Das Kind muss doch was
lernen, das Kind muss doch eine richtige Erziehung haben, was soll denn aus dem
Kind werden?« Da sollte ich nach Paris geschafft werden in ein Kloster.
Meine Mutter hat geweint, ich habe geschrien. Und mein Vater hat gesagt:
»Nun seid mal ganz ruhig, Kinder. Hör mit dem Gebrüll auf, Kully, du bleibst bei
uns.« Dann hat er zu meiner Mutter gesagt: »Also, ich bitte dich, Annchen, lass das
Kind doch in Ruh. Es genügt vollkommen, wenn das Kind kann, was du kannst –
und das kannst du ihm beibringen.« (33)
When my father wanted to leave, my grandmother wanted my mother to
come and live with her. But my mother wanted to stay with my father. Then my
grandmother wanted me to live with her, but my parents wanted to take me with
them, and I wanted to go with them wherever they went.
One time, my mother cried and said: ‘But the girl has to learn something;
she has to have a proper education, or what’s going to become of her?’ Then she
thought of packing me off to Paris to be with nuns.
My mother cried, and I yelled. And my father said: ‘All right, now quiet
down, both of you. Kully, stop yelling, you’re staying with us.’ And then he said to
my mother: ‘Come on, Annie, leave the girl be. There’s no need for her to be any
better educated than you are – so why don’t you just teach her what you know?’
(27–28)

The discussion of Kully’s education reveals the affirmation and maintenance of traditional
bourgeois gender roles and expectations. Annchen expresses more interest and urgency in
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her daughter’s education than her husband, even considering sending her off in order to
ensure that she receives a proper one. Read through this gendered lens, it becomes clear
that the project of “Erziehung,” 46 at least of a girl child, is the responsibility of women––
whether the child’s mother, grandmother, or the nuns at the convent. Her father’s
characterization of the alleged lack of importance of Kully’s education is so retrograde that
it recalls Immanuel Kant’s dismissal of girls’ formal education in his educational theory
“Über Pädagogik” (1803): “Bis dahin, daß wir die weibliche Natur besser werden studiert
haben, thut man am besten, die Erziehung der Töchter den Müttern zu überlassen und sie
mit Büchern zu verschonen” (128) [Until we have more closely studied the feminine
nature, it would be best to leave the schooling of daughters to their mothers and spare them
books]. This clear gendering also is seen in the contrast between the affect-laden reactions
of Kully and Annchen at the thought of her either not receiving a quality education or
having to be sent away and Kully’s father’s patronizing and infantilizing response to both
of them, “seid mal ganz ruhig, Kinder.” As this aspect is lost in the published English
translation, it is important to point out that he calls both his wife and daughter “children”;
in addition to always referring to his wife by the diminutive form of her name, this suggests
a firm power dynamic in which he maintains control over the family. He then remarks that
Kully needs to learn no more than her mother knows, squarely placing the burden of
“Erziehung” on Annchen’s shoulders and invoking a gender essentialist ideology more at

Erziehung refers primarily to early childhood and can mean “education” but primarily
connotes “child-rearing,” home-based, and affective learning, rather than the more worldly
and intellectual Bildung. For a thorough discussion of the distinction between the two
terms, see the work of educational development scholar Wolfgang Hörner (11–25).
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home in the educational discourses of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. It
seems unlikely that he, presumably an educated person, would take such little interest in or
responsibility for the child’s education if that child were a boy instead of a girl. Despite his
dissent against the hegemonic discourse of Nazism––an ideology that espoused clearly
defined gender roles in which women were homemakers, mothers, and caregivers––in
terms of educational equality between the sexes, he is no radical. His lack of belief in the
importance of his daughter’s upbringing might be a mere symptom of his general
narcissism, but it seems that the concerns of both his wife and daughter with regard to the
girl’s education are easily dismissed due to his gender politics. This example shows that
decisions regarding the children’s educations are shaped by the sociopolitical situation and
of familial necessity––and how these two types of factors are closely intertwined,
particularly with regard to the education, and the justification for the interruption of
education, of girls.
The next passage gives further insight into the interrelation between sociopolitical
factors and educational opportunities:

Auf dem Weg zum Grande Place ist eine kleine Straße, die ganz angefüllt ist mit
alten Büchern. Da hat meine Mutter zwei alte deutsche Schulbücher gefunden,
daraus unterrichtet sie mich in Erdkunde und Geschichte. Ohne die Bücher kann
sie das nicht, denn sie hat längst alles vergessen, was sie in der Schule gelernt hat,
und viel hat sie nicht gelernt.
Meine Mutter ist jetzt nämlich dreißig Jahre alt. Als sie zur Schule kam, war
Krieg. Da haben die Kinder hauptsächlich gelernt, bei Fliegergefahr in
geschlossenem Zug in den Keller zu gehen und Feldpostpakete zu packen und für
Kriegsopfer zu sammeln. Sonst hatten sie fast immer frei, weil ein Sieg war, oder
weil es keine Kohlen gab, oder weil alle Leute Grippe hatten.
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Ich weiß auch nicht, warum ich so was vom Barbarossa lernen soll: Geld
kann man damit ja doch später nicht verdienen.
Meine Mutter sagt selbst, wenn man mit dem, was man in der Schule lernt,
Geld verdienen wolle, müsse man schon später Professor werden. Und dazu ist man
entweder zu dumm, oder man stirbt vor Hunger, ehe man’s ist.
Meine Mutter sagt auch, alles, was sie jetzt zum Leben brauchen können,
habe sie nicht in der Schule gelernt. (33–34)
On the way to the Grande Place there’s a little street which is chock-a-block with
old bookshops. There my mother found a couple of old German schoolbooks that
she uses to teach me geography and history. She couldn’t do it without the help of
the books, because she’s long since forgotten whatever she learned at school, and
that can’t have been much, it seems to me.
My mother is thirty. When she started going to school, it was wartime. Then
what the children mostly learned was to form an orderly crocodile when there was
an air raid, and to go down to the bomb shelter in the basement, and also to pack
field parcels and make collections for war victims. Other than that, she got lots of
days off, because of victorious battles, or because there was no coal, or because
everyone was dead from influenza.
I don’t know why I’m supposed to learn about things like Barbarossa: it’s
not as though that’ll come in handy in later life, or anything. Even my mother says
if you want to use the things you learn at school, you’re pretty much restricted to
being a teacher. And either you won’t have the brains for it, or you’ll have starved
to death before you become one. And my mother says that of all the things she
needed to know in her life, there was not one that she’d learned at school. (27–28)

In the only description of Annchen’s childhood, Keun portrays an education interrupted by
the tumult and violence of the First World War. Rather than search her memory for lessons
to pass onto her daughter, Annchen has to search the foreign city for German-language
textbooks. Removed linguistically, temporally, and geographically from their own context,
these books allow the semblance of a classroom experience for Kully with her ersatz
teacher. Annchen’s own education consisted less of formal lessons and more of the lessons
of war, causing her to forget what little content she did learn. Annchen also reveals a
cynical view of the importance of book smarts, as these do not translate to material wealth,
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an opinion she instills in Kully. The danger of attending school in wartime is juxtaposed
with the temporary refuge their exile provides. For Annchen, shaped as she is by her own
insufficient schooling, formal education is ironically simultaneously indispensable and
frivolous. As she is encouraged by her husband to teach what she knows, Kully, too learns
of the material hardships for which education cannot compensate, learning more about
Germany’s recent history through the context of her mother’s early life than she does about
the distant past, contained within the dusty books. The cycle of precarity and insufficient
education continues, passed on from mother to daughter.
Indeed, just as Annchen’s most memorable lessons in school were about how to
protect herself from harm in the war, Kully’s most memorable lessons are how to protect
her family from harm due to the constant threat of deportation. These lessons center on
passports, visas, and the systems of bureaucracy and surveillance put in place to sustain
them.

Während wir langsam gehen, unterrichtet sie mich nicht über Barbarossa, sondern
spricht von unseren Gefahren.
Wir haben so viele Gefahren, das alles ist so schwer zu verstehen.
Vor allem muss ich lernen, was ein Visum ist. Wir haben einen deutschen
Pass, den hat uns die Polizei in Frankfurt gegeben. Ein Pass ist ein kleines Heft mit
Stempeln und der Beweis, dass man lebt. Wenn man den Pass verliert, ist man für
die Welt gestorben. Man darf dann in kein Land mehr. Aus einem Land muss man
’raus, aber in das andere darf man nicht ’rein. Doch der liebe Gott hat gemacht,
dass Menschen nur auf dem Land leben können. Jetzt bete ich jeden Abend
heimlich, dass er macht, dass Menschen jahrelang im Wasser schwimmen können
oder in die Luft fliegen. (36)
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As we slowly walk along, she doesn’t teach me about Barbarossa, instead she talks
about our perilous situation. There are apparently so many perils facing us that it’s
very hard to understand.
Above all, I need to learn what a visa is. We have German passports, which
the police gave us in Frankfurt. A passport is a little booklet with stamps in [sic!].
Basically, it’s to prove that you’re alive. If you lose your passport, then as far as
the whole world is concerned you might as well have died. You’re not allowed to
go to any more countries. You have to leave the country you’re in, but you’re not
allowed to enter a different one. Unfortunately, God made people in such a way
that they have to live on land. I now secretly pray every night that in future [sic!]
people might be able to float in the water for years on end, or fly around in the air.
(30)

Kully’s education shifts from learning about distant and recent German history and instead
focuses on the precarious German exilic present. Her matter-of-fact description of the
passport segues into ascribing it with an ontological function; not having a passport means
that you are barely alive. This description, in turn, becomes a desire articulated in
transcendental and imaginative terms––a wish to exist as animals do in the water or air.
She is puzzled by the restrictions that humans have put on the world that God created in its
boundless form. In another passage, she cannot help but compare her practical knowledge
gained on the road with that of the lesson of the day––the bible: “Da steht wohl drin, dass
Gott die Welt schuf, aber Grenzen hat er nicht geschaffen” (36) [“It says there that God
created the world, but it doesn’t say anything about borders” (30)]. Here, she realizes that
borders are not recognized by God’s creation; and yet she is still bound by these borders,
arbitrary and manmade though they may be, and thus the information derived through the
reading practice is not as practicable as her lived experience. Yet she understands that
without divine intervention, her family must play by the manmade rules, no matter how
seemingly arbitrary. Kully’s frustration stems from the fact that, the moment the family
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achieves any sense of freedom of mobility through fulfilling these bureaucratic formalities,
they do not have a chance to celebrate or even breathe a sigh of relief before being struck
with the metaphysical distress of precarity all over again:

Ein Visum ist auch etwas, das abläuft. Zuerst freuen wir uns immer
schrecklich, wenn wir ein Visum bekommen haben und in ein anderes Land
können. Aber dann fängt das Visum auch schon an, abzulaufen, jeden Tag läuft es
ab – und auf einmal ist es ganz abgelaufen, und dann müssen wir aus dem Land
wieder ’raus.
Ich muss das alles lernen. (38)

A principal characteristic of visas is that they expire. To begin with, we’re
always terribly pleased to get a visa for a different country. But then the visa starts
to expire, every day it expires a little more – and finally it’s completely expired,
and then we have to leave that country. I must learn about all of this. (31)

It constantly feels as though the family is running against a lack of resources––of time, of
money, of good fortune. Once the time runs out, the family must get out of the country.
The repetition of “ablaufen” several times in this passage connects the passage of time with
the movement of bodies, bodies that are never truly in stasis as the time ticks on. Kully’s
deep reflection on the definition of a visa is particularly striking when compared to her
insufficient recall of Barbarossa. Both the passport booklet and the textbooks facilitate a
material connection to the Heimat, yet also serve to point out their removal from it. Neither
of these ‘books’ would be given much importance if the family were still in Germany,
because Kully would still be in school and the family would not be in a state of constant
worry regarding the legitimacy of their travel documents. In presenting the contrast
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between the seemingly inapplicable lessons of a formal education and the existential
lessons of exile, Keun underscores how forced migration shapes a child’s understanding of
self and of the world around her in ways that causes her to mature unreasonably quickly in
one area yet remain underdeveloped in another.

2.3. Nationalistic Education and Ritualistic Reading in Canetti’s Die gerettete Zunge
The early years of Canetti’s schooling were strongly shaped by his family’s
immigration trajectory, which was, in turn, shaped by sociopolitical issues, particularly the
First World War. Investigating all of the effects the war had on his education and the
resulting interruptions to it would require an entire chapter unto itself, rather than a mere
section. Therefore, I analyze a few brief examples that may serve a representative function
before turning to the coping strategy of the private reading practice. Each country to which
his family moves presents a different set of policies and requirements the young protagonist
must meet. His early years of schooling take place in England, Austria, and Switzerland.
Since he has already developed a strong affinity with England, the fact that Austria is
fighting against them in the war presents a conflict of identity, as he feels pressured to
conform to his teachers’ and classmates’ views while at school. The war has such a great
impact that he even remarks: “Die vierte Klasse der Volksschule, die meine zweite in Wien
war, fiel schon in den Krieg, und alles, woran ich mich erinnere, hängt mit dem Krieg
zusammen” (113) [“The fourth grade of elementary school, which was my second year in
Vienna, took place during the war, and anything I remember is connected with the war”
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(91)]. He goes on to recount the yellow songbook from which he and his classmates were
instructed to sing nationalistic songs and songs of aggression against the Russians and
French. These “lessons” contradict the protagonist’s own allegiances with his formerly
adopted country of England and with his mother’s pacifist views, yet he unthinkingly
repeats the lyrics. The fact that the protagonist sings the lyrics despite not agreeing with
their ideology shows the power of the groupthink dynamic that can unwittingly be
cultivated in a school setting.
When they move to Switzerland, his hard-won progress in Vienna, where he had
caught up to his classmates, despite linguistic and cultural challenges, threatens to be
undermined:

Großes Kopfschmerzen bereitete die Frage der Schule. Es war alles anders als in
Wien, das Schuljahr began nicht im Herbst, es began im Frühling. Die Volksschule,
die hier die Primärschule hieß, hatte sechs Klassen, ich war in Wien von der vierten
gleich ins Realgymnasium gekommen, und da ich dort schon ein Jahr davon hinter
mir hatte, hätte ich hier eigentlich in die zweite Klasse der höheren Schule gehört.
Aber alle Versuche, das zu erreichen, schlugen fehl. Man hielt sich streng ans Alter,
wo immer ich mit Mutter erschien, die um Aufnahme für mich bat, bekamen wir
dieselbe Antwort. Der Gedanke, daß ich durch die Übersiedlung in die Schweiz ein
Jahr oder mehr verlieren sollte, ging ihr sehr gegen den Strich, sie mochte sich nicht
damit abfinden. (168–69)

School was a terrible problem. It was all different from Vienna; the school year
didn’t begin in the fall, it began in the spring. Elementary school, which was called
primary school here, had six grades; in Vienna, I had entered the Realgymnasium
directly from the fourth grade, and since I had already done one year there I really
belonged in the second year of the higher school. But all attempts at getting me into
it failed. The authorities rigorously stuck to my age; wherever I appeared with
Mother, who asked them to accept me on that level, we received the same answer.
The thought of my losing a year or more by moving to Switzerland went strongly
against her grain, she just wouldn’t put up with it. (136)
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The transition between schools––even though they are both in German-speaking regions–
–produces a significant culture shock. The strict rules regulating the new school system
forces the protagonist to take steps backwards in his education, which frustrates him and
infuriates his mother. Aside from repeating lessons, he also goes back to a more innocent
time; whereas the First World War was being waged in Austria against England, his Swiss
classmates are as of yet blissfully unharmed by and seemingly unaware of the war. He
contrasts his Austrian and Swiss classmates as such:

In der [österreichischen] Schule aber hatte der [Krieg] so ziemlich über alles
überzogen. Die unbedachten, rohen Reden mancher Mitschüler lernte ich
abzuwehren, aber die Lieder über Kaiser und Krieg sang ich täglich mit, unter
wachsenden Widerständen, nur zwei von ihnen, die sehr traurig waren, sang ich
gern. In Zürich waren die vielen Worte, die sich auf Krieg bezogen, in die Sprache
meiner Schulkameraden nicht eingedrungen. So langweilig die Lehrstunden für
mich waren, in denen ich nichts Neues erfuhr, so sehr gefielen mir die kräftigen
und unverzierten Sätze der Schweizer Knaben. (170)

At school [in Vienna] however, the war had pretty much covered everything. I had
learned how to ward off the thoughtless gross words of some of the other pupils;
but I joined in every day when the songs about the Kaiser and the war were sung,
despite my growing resistance; there were only two of them, very sad ones, that I
like singing. In Zurich, the many words referring to war had not penetrated the
language of my fellow pupils. Boring as the classes may have been for me, I
nevertheless like the energetic and unadorned sentences of the Swiss boys. (137)

The innocent cadences of the Swiss German language, untouched by the gruffness of war,
charm the protagonist. Although leaving Vienna comes with its own traumas, leaving the
141

war behind does allow him to focus on being a child, rather than playacting the life of a
soldier, a way the children in Austria used to process the fear they felt through the safety
of make believe. Therefore, although he does not learn make academic strides during this
period, the narrator comments that, years later, he realized that this time did teach him
about life: “Es gab gar nichts zu lernen – in Wien war ich schon zwei Jahre weiter gewesen
– dafür erlebte ich etwas, was wichtiger war, wenn auch seine Bedeutung mir erst später
bewußt werden sollte” (169) [“There was nothing to learn––in Vienna I had been two years
further. But I experienced something more important, although its significance didn’t strike
me until later on” (136)]. The protagonist also displays impressive critical stances towards
both the Austrian and Swiss cultures, though these opinions do not necessarily encourage
or limit his active participation in them; he repeats the Austrian songs, despite his aversion
to their meaning and does not often repeat the Swiss sentences, despite being fond of them.
This complex web of affects regarding the nuances between these similar yet distinct
cultures fine tunes his sense of self even as it makes it more difficult to find affinity with
any one culture. As he begins learning the Swiss German language, he also begins making
friendships with the boys in his class. Yet what he learns in school––the linguistic
adjustments he must make in order to perform well––causes problems at home:

Ich gab es bald auf, solche Sätze zu Hause zu produzieren. Die Mutter, die über die
Reinheit unserer Sprache wachte und nur Sprachen mit Literaturen gelten ließ, war
besorgt, daß ich mein ›reines‹ Deutsch verderben könnte, und als ich in meinem
Eifer den Dialekt, der mir gefiel, zu verteidigen wagte, wurde sie böse und sagte:
»Dazu habe ich dich nicht in die Schweiz gebracht, damit du verlernst, was ich dir
über das Burgtheather gesagt habe! (170–71)
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I soon gave up producing such sentences at home. Mother, watching over the purity
of our language and tolerating only languages with a literature, was concerned that
I might corrupt my “pure” German, and when, in my eagerness, I tried to defend
the dialect, which I liked, she grew angry and said: “I didn’t bring you to
Switzerland so that you’d forget what I told you about the Burgtheater! (138)

The protagonist realizes again realizes that there are different languages for different
spaces; in an ironic reversal, whereas the Swiss children should actually be using high
German in the classroom and Swiss German at home, Canetti manages to do the reverse.
His mother’s expectations for what she considers linguistic perfection and purity are
literary and even literally performative, as the language she prefers is that of the Viennese
theater. The boy’s connection to the literary word is explored below; I also mention aspects
of the protagonist’s schooling in the context of language learning in chapter four.
Despite the many interruptions in his formal education, the boy pursues an
independent reading practice that takes place primarily outside of school, in the family
home. Elias Canetti was an avid reader throughout his lifetime whose connection to his
books is evinced throughout his oeuvre. In order to set the stage for the development of
Canetti’s childhood reading practice as portrayed in Die gerettete Zunge, allow a temporary
digression; in an aphorism written between 1957 and 1959 and published in the collection
Nachträge aus Hampstead: Aus den Aufzeichnungen, 1954-1971, Canetti writes:

Meine Bibliothek, die aus Tausenden von Bänden besteht, die ich mir zu lesen
vorgenommen habe, wächst zehnmal so rasch als ich lesen kann. Ich habe versucht,
sie zu einer Art Universum zu erweitern, in dem ich alles finde. Aber dieses
Universum wächst in schwindelerregendem Maße. Es will sich nie beruhigen, und
ich fühle sein Wachstum am eigenen Leib. Jeder Band, den ich neu einführe, löst
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eine kleine Weltkatastrophe aus, und eine Beruhigung tritt erst ein, wenn er sich
scheinbar einreihen läßt und vorläufig verschwindet. (21)

My library, which consists of thousands of volumes that I set out to read, grows ten
times faster than I am able to read. I tried to expand it into a sort of universe where
I can find anything. But this universe grows at dizzying proportions. It will never
rest, and I feel its growth on my own flesh. Every new volume that I add unleashes
a little world catastrophe, which can only be placated when it seemingly falls into
rank and disappears for the time being.

Although the speaker is the one collecting the books, it seems that the growth of the library
is out of the speaker’s control, and thus, that the library has the agency to increase in size.
When the speaker declares, “[i]ch habe versucht, sie zu einer Art von Universum zu
erweitern, in dem ich alles finde,” his strong assertion of his own agency in order to
counteract the out-of-control growth of the dangerously animate library is weakened with
the present perfect of the verb, “habe versucht,” as it implies that he has failed to control it
and can no longer keep on trying. The hopelessness of the situation is further emphasized
with the repetition of “wächst” in the next sentence: “dieses Universum wächst in
schwinderlerregendem Maße”. However, the library is then no longer referred to as a
“Bibliothek”, but rather, as a “Universum.” By referring to the library a different name—
by naming it—the speaker once again tries to take control of the situation.
However, the situation only continues to become more dire, as the movement
produced by the library then directly impacts the speaker’s body: “ich fühle sein Wachstum
am eigenen Leib” (21). There are two important features of this phrase that need to be
addressed. First, by turning the verb “wachsen” into the noun “Wachstum,” the largeness
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of the library universe becomes a fact and core part of its description rather than a process
that could in some way be halted. Thus, the enlarged universe becomes even more of an
imposition than it was when it was described as merely growing. Second, the place this
growth is felt is the speaker’s “Leib,” a word that can mean both “body” and “womb.”
Combining the words “Wachstum” and “Leib” seems to suggest a sexual tension between
the author and his library. Since German is a language in which the grammatical gender
often does not relate to a noun’s meaning, articles are generally insignificant in a literary
analysis. However, in this case, the articles change throughout the description because of
the different words used to refer to the library, which creates a complex web of
signification. The shift from “die Bibliothek” to “das Universum” causes the pronoun to
shift from sie to das, and the personal pronoun to become sein. Combining this shift in
grammatical gender with the implication of sexual conquest described above, the phrase
“sein Wachstum” can be read as a phallic object. By emphasizing the sheer size of the
physical manifestation of language, as well as assigning a sense of agency in terms of the
movement the library is able to produce, Canetti emphasizes the masculinized physicality
of the written word. This physicality also underscores its imposition on the speaker. The
library’s unstoppable growth introduces violence intermingled with a sense of sexual
tension between the speaker and his library, suggesting that the body and the written word
have a tenuous relationship that can be romantic and loving or violent and dangerous––or
a combination of the two that weaves together passion and abuse.
This aphorism helpfully introduces the connection between reading and the body;
throughout Canetti’s memoir, books become important sites of fantasy and familial
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connection, in addition to contention, violence, and sexual aggression. While Canetti attend
formal schooling in multiple countries throughout his family’s journey, his private reading
practice seems to have a more consequential impact on his development and is therefore
be the focus of this section. The first major scene featuring a book is when, as a five-yearold boy, he becomes jealous of his older cousin’s notebook on which she had been learning
to read and write in school. The child becomes obsessed with possessing it, as she will not
even allow him to look at it, and he even threatens to kill her with an ax if she does not
give him the notebook. The power struggle is about more than just the physical notebook;
he screamed, “»Gib sie mir! Gib sie mir! Gib sie mir!«, womit ich die Hefte wie die Schrift
meinte, beides war für mich eins” (41) [“‘Give them to me! Given them to me! Give them
to me!’––by which I meant both the notebooks and the writing, they were one and the same
for me” (29)]. The lack of physical possession of the notebook represents Canetti’s lack of
understanding the writing—something the young boy cannot countenance. After the
situation is diffused, Canetti’s mother promises him that he will learn how to read and write
before he goes to school, which seems to appease him. His rush to join the world of the
adults by participating in intellectual life through the written word causes him to act out in
violent ways, even threatening the body of his cousin and friend in order to satisfy it.
Gerhard Melzer reads this scene in a complimentary fashion, arguing that Canetti’s
need to act his physical aggression on his cousin is that “in the confrontation with Laurica,
Canetti learns for the first time what superiority is. The girl is bigger; she is older; and she
seems to know more” (215). Despite her physical and mental superiority to him, Canetti
tries to find a way to equalize them. Melzer suggests that Canetti’s misogyny allows him
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to see himself as her equal; his higher value in a patriarchal society that values him—the
extended family’s eldest son—above an elder child that is a daughter (215). This reading
allows us to see how the interaction between language and gender, if not sexuality, can
invoke violence. Melzer provocatively concludes that, where the boy’s ability to violently
fulfill his fantasy of male entitlement end, the adult implied author Canetti

kills by writing. Or better: there are sentences in his texts that carry out symbolically
what was forbidden to the boy Canetti. Without blood actually flowing, these
sentences execute death sentence; their goal is the annihilation, or at least the
submission of their objects. (216–17)

This sentiment complicates the claim by Desmarais, quoted in the first chapter of my study,
regarding the earliest scene in the memoir, that Canetti’s writing expresses the
“determination to fight the mysterious enemy (death)” (54). In Desmarais, Canetti is the
victim, whereas in Melzer, he is the perpetrator. As this section continues, it will be argued
that Canetti plays both roles with regard to books and the written word.
Once Canetti learns to read in his first year in school in Manchester, England,
reading with his father becomes a central activity of his childhood. His father brings him
home a new classic book in a children’s edition every few days for his son to read and
review, an activity they both cherish dearly and that begins his lifelong passion for reading,
analyzing, and believing in the power of literature:

Es wäre leicht zu zeigen, daß fast alles, woraus ich später bestand, in diesen
147

Büchern erhalten war, die ich dem Vater zuliebe im siebenten Jahr meines Lebens
las. Von den Figuren, die mich später nie mehr losließen, fehlte nur Odysseus.
Über jedes Buch sprach ich mit ihm, wenn ich gelesen hatte. Manchmal war
ich so aufgeregt, daß erm ich beruhigen mußte. Er sagte mir aber nie nach Art der
Erwachsenen, daß Märchen unwahr seien; dafür bin ich ihm besonders dankbar,
vielleicht halte ich sie heute noch für wahr. (52–53)

It would be easy to show that almost everything I consisted of later on was already
in these books, which I read for my father in the seventh year of my life. Of the
characters who never stopped haunting me after that, only Odysseus was missing.
I spoke about each book to my father after reading it. Sometimes I was so
excited that he had to calm me down. But he never told me, as adults will, that fairy
tales are untrue; I am particularly grateful to him for that, perhaps I still consider
them true today. (40)

Among the books his father gives him are Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1719),
Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels (1726), and Miguel de Cervantes’s Don Quixote (1605;
1615). The fact that these novels are mentioned alongside Homer’s The Odyssey, which
his father did not give him, suggests that tales of adventure and travel become of special
importance to Canetti, possibly as a means through which to process his own circuitous
journey. This is justified also through his admission that his father encouraged an active
imagination and did not tell his son that the stories were fiction. These fictional travelogues
nevertheless bear truth, even in their use of fantasy––just as Canetti’s own work of nonfiction bears literary flourishes. His mother worries that the subject matter of the books is
inappropriate for a child his age and that the boy’s obvious overexcitement at reading them
is a sure sign that they are too stimulating. Upon hearing about Elias’s nightmares about
Dante’s inferno, she remarks to her husband, “»Jacques, das hättest du ihm nicht geben
sollen, das ist zu früh für ihn«” (53) [“‘Jacques, you shouldn’t have given him that, its too
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early for him” (40)]. In reaction to this, the young boy tries to suppress his true excitement
(and fear) at reading these advanced works, so that his mother does not end his reading
privileges with his father. Although Canetti’s linguistic journey will be analyzed at greater
length in Chapter Four of my study, it is important to note that that his first reading
experiences occur in English and form the basis of his relationship with his father, who
insists on perfection in his son’s oral book reports and soon begins to speak to his children
exclusively in English (53). We can interpret Canetti’s excitement with the reading tasks
as a way for him not only to prove his capabilities as a nascent intellectual, but also as a
break from his parents’ linguistic exclusion of him when they speak German. English,
which his parents are also learning and improving during their first few months in England,
becomes an equalizing force between the three of them, and gives the boy the opportunity
to interact with his father on equal footing.
As has already been shown, Canetti’s mother has strict views regarding the books
that are appropriate for her son to read. I present three other charged reading experiences
that are both sexualized and closely related to his relationship with his mother. The first
offers an interesting counterpoint to Canetti’s love of reading with his father and the
difficult power-struggle over books with his mother. When his father unexpectedly dies,
the book—once an object of mutual affection between him and his father—becomes an
object that represents the power struggle between Canetti and his mother. Whereas his
father had used books as a tool to help Elias improve his English, his mother buys a German
grammar book with the intention of teaching her son German to facilitate a move to Vienna.
However, instead of letting her son read the textbook with her, she is the sole reader of it,
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forcing her son to repeat everything that she says verbatim. Any mistake he makes warrants
a hurtful comment from her, sometimes even unfavorably comparing him to his father. 47
Her insistence on his complete reliance on her for knowledge is characteristic of their codependent, dysfunctional relationship. But Canetti cannot learn through memorizing his
mother’s statements alone, and thus reads the book without his mother’s permission—one
of his only transgressions against her wishes. It is through his personal interaction with the
book that he is finally able to learn the language and please his mother; as Claire Kramsch
aptly points out, “[i]t is only through the written word that he finally manages to progress
in his mastery of the language” (3). Yet, rather than evoking an even-keeled and
enlightened sense of maturity, reading provokes violent masculine urges and instantiates
breaches of trust between Canetti and the girls and women in his surroundings.
When his mother becomes ill, she goes to a sanatorium, where a doctor, to whom
the narrator simply refers as “Herr Professor,” begins to pursue her romantically. Though
Canetti does not realize the nature of his relationship with the doctor until years later when
his mother reveals the truth, the young boy is can still sense a level of intimacy that the
doctor has with his mother and thus dislikes him immediately. When the family returns
home to Vienna, the doctor continues to visit his mother. He buys the boy books in order
to win his affection, and the latter swiftly discards them although he wants to read them:

Er brachte mir jedesmal ein Geschenk, das ich dann gleich, kaum war er aus der
Wohnung, wegwarf. Kein einziges Geschenk von ihm habe ich länger als für die
Dauer seines Besuchs behalten, und es gab Bücher darunter, die ich für mein Leben
47

“»Dein Vater hat doch auch Deutsch gekonnt, was würde dein Vater dazu sagen!«” (87).
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gern gelesen hätte […] Er wußte schon, was er mir schenkte, den kaum hatte ich
begonnen, von einem Buch zu sprechen, das mich locket, so war es auch schon da,
aus seinen Händen legte es sich auf den Tisch in unserem Kinderzimmer, und es
war, als sei ein Mehltau auf das Buch gefallen – nicht nur warf ich es dann fort und
mußte, was gar nicht so leicht war, die richtigen Orte dafür finden, ich habe auch
später das Buch mit diesem Titel nie gelesen. (148–149).

He always brought a present, which I instantly threw away the moment he left the
apartment. I never kept a single present of his longer than the extent of his visit,
and some were books that I would have given anything to read […] He was quite
clever about his presents, for no sooner had I started talking about a book that lured
me than it was there, coming from his hands to the table in our nursery, and it was
as if a mildew had fallen on the book: Not only did I throw it away, having to find
the right places, which was not so easy, but I also never read the book of that title
at any time afterwards. (120)

The boy’s rejection of the doctor’s books is clearly as an attempt to deny the doctor the
opportunity to engage in the activity that he shared with his father, thereby denying the
doctor the chance to play the role his father played in his and his mother’s lives. It is not
merely the repulsion of keeping a physical remnant of the doctor in his home that
instantiates his disposal of the books; the fact that he refuses ever to read the books shows
that he does not want the doctor playing any role––however minute or circumstantial––in
his intellectual development, as this would disrupt his memories of his father’s
encouragement of his reading practice. Although the narrator admits that, at that time,
“[i]ch wußte nicht, was zwischen Mann und Frau geschieht” (150) [I didn’t know what
goes on between a man and a woman” (121)], he tries to make sure that nothing between
his mother and the doctor occur. The young boy cannot do much to take control of the
situation, especially as he has no knowledge of sex, but through his denial of these books,
he is able to dash the doctor’s hopes of entering the sacred world consisting of him and his
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parents.
After the ordeal with the doctor, Canetti deals with yet another gifted library. In the
subchapter entitled, “Tag- und Nachtlektüren / Das Leben der Geschenke” (190) [“Reading
Day and Night / The Life of Gifts” (154)], Canetti tells of books that he and his brothers
give to the mother for special occasions. Just as he was not allowed to read the German
textbook, he is not allowed to read her books. However, whereas this ban bothered him as
a younger child, in this case:

Besonders aufregend war für mich, daß ich in diesen Bänden nicht lesen durfte. Ich
machte nie den Versuch, in einen von ihnen hineinzuschauen, ich liebte dieses
Verbot, von den gelben Bänden ging eine Ausstrahlung aus, die ich mir nur durch
dieses Verbot erklären kann, und es gab nichts, was mich glücklicher machte, als
ihr einen neuen Band zu überreichen, von dem ich nur den Titel kannte. (191)

It was particularly exciting for me that I wasn’t allowed to read these volumes. I
never made any attempt at peering into one; I loved the prohibition. The yellow
volumes had a charisma that I can only ascribe to that prohibition, and there was
nothing that made me happier than handing her a new volume, of which I only knew
the title. (154)

The description of his mother’s prohibition is most certainly sexual. The books are his
forbidden fruit––he does not even dare to peek inside. He is more excited by the fact that
he cannot read the books than by the actual content of the books; knowing the content of
the books is less arousing than not being allowed to know. For a person who is an insatiable
reader and who, from a very young age, acts out in violent ways against those whom he
perceives as being more knowledgeable than he, this is an interesting reversal and shows
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the upper hand his mother maintains in their relationship.
Though he leaves his mother’s collection untouched, Canetti has a substitute in
place; as she reads, he reads simultaneously from a book from his own collection. The
ritual he practices is elaborately staged and sexualized: when he leaves her at night, he
undresses and listens for her to get into her reading chair and looks for the telling stream
of light under the door. At the moment in which he knows she is reading, he climbs into
bed and begins to read his own book under the covers (191). His fetishized reading practice,
however, does not go unpunished; his mother sends in his younger brothers to catch him
in the act:

sie brannten darauf, mir plötzlich die Decke vom Leib wegzuziehen […] Plötzlich
lag ich ohne Decke da. Ich wußte noch kaum, wie mir geschehen war […] Die
Mutter löste sich, erbittert über die Störung, von ihrem Stuhl, fand den Satz, mit
dem sie mich vernichtend traf: »Ich habe also niemand auf der Welt, dem ich
vertrauen kann!«, und nahm mir das Buch für eine Woche weg. (192)

they were terribly eager to suddenly snatch the blanket away from my body. […]
Suddenly, I lay there uncovered. I scarcely knew what had happened to me […]
Mother, furious at the disturbance, stood up from her chair, found the line to destroy
me with––“So I have no one in the world I can trust!”––and confiscated the book
for a week. (155)

This entire scene plays like a mother catching her son masturbating. As shown through the
analysis of the aphorism above, the word “Leib” is imbued with sexual connotations. His
brothers––perhaps representing more innocent versions of himself––reveal his deviant
behavior by uncovering him. His mother punishes him by taking the book away, merely
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heightening his desire to read and thus to commit another offense; her control over her
son’s reading practice mirrors her control over his access to knowledge regarding sexuality,
as analyzed in the previous chapter, causing books be fetishized. Thus, in a memoir where
sexuality is brushed under the rug throughout the child’s life, the boy’s reading practice
becomes the only outlet for eroticism; sexual gratification is gained through the
development of provenance over the written word.

2.4. Educational Interruptions and Continuities in Vertlib’s Zwischenstationen
The initial mention of the unnamed protagonist’s formal schooling in
Zwischensationen has been analyzed in a Chapter One of this study as a means through
which to investigate narrative agency, but it is worth briefly revisiting this passage to
address how it frames the theme of education:

Man hatte mir, einem Kind von fünf Jahren, nicht gesagt, daß wir auswanderten.
Ich ging in den Kindergarten, und jegliches Geplapper hätte gefährlich werden
können. Statt dessen hieß es, wir machten eine lange Reise, ein Begriff, den man
verwenden konnte, ohne das Kind belügen zu müssen. (8)

No one told me––a five-year-old child––that we were emigrating. I went to school
and any such chatter could have been dangerous. Instead I was told that we were
taking a long trip, a concept one could utilize without having to lie to the child.

The life-changing information regarding the family’s immigration to Israel is kept from the
five-year-old child, so that he does not accidentally reveal it at school. The boy’s school in
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the Soviet Union is thus portrayed as a site of state surveillance; if someone at the school
found out that his parents were planning on leaving, they could be arrested (or worse). An
irony is present in that the school––a site of education––must simultaneously remain a site
of ignorance in order to protect the boy and his family from harm. This early example
proves paradigmatic; it portrays the tension between the boy’s education and the family’s
best interests and safety, a core issue throughout the course of the novel.
The first scene occurring in Israel portrays the protagonist and his friend Viktor
trying to break out of pre-school at Viktor’s encouragement. Despite the humorous context,
it sadly becomes evident that Viktor’s desire to leave school is due to his discomfort and
lack of empowerment due to the language difference between the Hebrew spoken at school
and the languages he speaks at home––Ukranian, Russian, and Yiddish. He wants to find
a magical dwarf to help him adapt to life in Israel:

»Dieser Zwerg«, flüsterte er, »hat einen Zauberstab. Wenn er uns damit
berührt, werden wir sofort Hebräisch können, ich meine, ohne es lernen zu müssen,
und sind außerdem klüger als alle anderen. Wir können selbst andere verzaubern,
sie zu Fröschen machen oder zu Riesen. […]«
»Aus der Erzieherin mache ich einen Besen«, sagte ich. (26)

“This dwarf,” he whispered, “has a magic staff. If he touches us with it,
we’ll be able to speak Hebrew right away, I mean, without having to learn it, and
aside from that we’ll be smarter than everyone else. We’ll be able to enchant the
others ourselves and turn them into frogs or giants. […]”
“I’ll turn the teacher into a broom,” I said.
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The boys are caught before they can succeed in their mission, but they come to school
dressed for Purim as dwarves, seemingly in defiance of the simultaneous linguistic
exclusion and pressure to conform they feel at school, where their teacher plays “die
Melodie zu einem patriotischen Lied aus der Pionierzeit des jüdischen Staates auf der
Gitarre” (27) [the melody to a patriotic song from the pioneering days of the Jewish state
on her guitar]. Yet despite their attempt to gain control of their identities through this
rebellion, their choice of diminutive matching costumes both reinforces their status as
children and manages to collapse their identities into one, as they appear almost as twins
(27).
When the family moves to Vienna the first time, the protagonist again has trouble
adapting to his new school. However, he does find success and is very proud of the progress
he has made. Unbeknownst to him, however, this progress will amount to nothing; his
parents have already decided to leave the city to head back to Israel:

An diesem Tag hatte ich den Eltern stolz mein Zeugnis für die dritte Klasse
Volksschule präsentiert. Endlich beherrschte ich die Sprache so gut, hatte mir die
Lehrerin erklärt, daß ich keine Befriedegend und Genügend mehr im Zeugnis hatte.
»Das Schwerste hast du hinter dir!« Sie lobte mich vor versammelter Klasse.
So glücklich wie die Lehrerin und ich schienen meine Eltern aber nicht zu
sein. Ihre Gesichter blieben Ernst.
»Schön, schön!« sagte Mutter und legte das Zeugnis in eine
Dokumentmappe, die sie ebenfalls in einem der Koffer verstaute.
»Bravo! Nur weiter so!« sagte Vater. Aber er hatte das Zeugnis nur beiläufig
überflogen. Nun war ich endgültig davon überzeugt, daß die Eltern mich nicht mehr
liebten. (80–81)

That day, I proudly presented my third grade primary school report card to
my parents. I had finally mastered the language so well, my teacher had explained
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to me, that I did not get any Cs or Ds. “The hardest part is behind you!” She praised
me in front of the entire class.
Yet my parents did not seem to be as happy as my teacher or I were. Their
faces remained serious.
“Good, good!” said mother and placed the report card in a folder, which she
then packed into a suitcase.
“Bravo! Keep it up!” said father. But he barely even glanced at the report
card. At this point I was finally convinced that my parents no longer loved me.

After working hard to overcome the challenge of attending school in German, the
protagonist is thrilled at his progress and looks to his parents for acknowledgment, but they
are too distracted with packing up their apartment for a “trip.” For the reader, it is obvious
that they are planning yet another emigration behind their child’s back. However, the young
protagonist does not understand what is going on, and is instead fixated on his parents’
apparent lack of investment in his education, which he interprets as proof that they do not
love him. This example is paradigmatic of a pattern that emerges: although the
protagonist’s father claims several times throughout the novel that the family’s search for
a new country to call home will provide the best conditions for their son’s development,
including a good formal education, ironically, their constant moving is what disrupts his
formal education. These disruptions range from his having to learn a new language in each
new country to not seeking more prestigious opportunities because he knows he will be
forced to leave again soon. Although his father tells him here “[n]ur weiter so,” indicating
a high expectation for his son’s future success, he does not acknowledge that the more
urgent matter that is distracting him from responding adequately to his son’s news––
preparing leave the country––is what is keeping him from this very success.
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When the family is preparing to leave Israel a second time, the protagonist is
lectured by his teacher and called a “Jored” (transliterated Hebrew) “ein Abtrünniger, ein
verachtenswerter Verräter […] der seinem Heimatland den Rücken gekehrt hat” (142) [A
defector, a despicable traitor […] who turned his back on his Heimat country]. The
protagonist reflects on this conversation three weeks after the fact, when his family is in
Italy already looking for the next place to which to immigrate or seek asylum, with the
father strongly considering Argentina. He remembers his teacher’s admonishment:

»Du wirst zu einem Jored, wenn du das Land verläßt. Warum tun dir deine Eltern
so etwas an? Aus dir wäre ein guter Israeli geworden. Vielleicht ein wichtiger
Mensch für unser Land. Weißt du nicht, daß es schändlich und feige ist zu flüchten,
während andere unser jüdisches Vaterland aufbauen und verteidigen? Dein Leben
gehört nicht nur dir allein.«

“You’ll become a Jored, if you leave the country. Why are your parents doing that
to you? You would have made a good Israeli. Maybe an important person for our
country. Don’t you know that it’s shameful and cowardly to flee when others are
building up and representing our Jewish fatherland? Your life does not belong to
you alone.”

While the nationalist and Zionist discourse had been more subtle during his earlier
childhood years, as an adolescent, he is expected to commit to contributing to “our” Jewish
fatherland, which means remaining in the country and continuing his education there. This
is precisely the type of propaganda his father wants to avoid and a large reason––in addition
to the dangerous conditions––that makes him want to raise his child elsewhere. As was
already shown in the analysis of Canetti, the lessons the boy learns in these disparate school
158

settings turn him into a more critical adult who can deconstruct nationalist discourses and
turns each new identity into a “component of a wider, more complex, and more conflicted
cosmopolitan identity” (Wanner 88).
In response to his family’s precarity and nomadic lifestyle, the protagonist
supplements his education through independent reading and thus seems to cling to books
as objects that help him both to connect to his past (and his grandmother back in Russia)
and to escape from his tumultuous family life. Throughout the novel, the protagonist fosters
an intensive reading practice that allows him to maintain a semblance of cohesion and
continuity amidst the rapid geographic and linguistic changes in his life. Analyzing his
private reading practice helps underscore how it serves both to compensate for
interruptions in his formal schooling and to highlight issues that arise out of these very
changes. There are also literary figures surrounding the machinery of migration. During
the family’s month-long stay in Italy, they visit countless refugee and immigration
organizations for assistance in successfully applying for visas to the U.S. One encounter
with a particularly unsympathetic and antisemitic agent takes place at an organization
named after Leo Tolstoy. As the agent patronizingly refuses to listen to the boy’s father as
he outlines the reasons why they do not want to return to Israel or Austria, the boy notices
Tolstoy peering at them, most likely from a bust or a painting: “Tolstoj mit seinem dichten,
gottvaterähnlichen Bart schaute gütig auf uns herab, während seine Jüngerin in die
Schublade griff und eine Anzahl bunter Broschüren, dichtbedruckter Blätter und Formulare
herausholte” (137) [Tolstoy, with his thick beard resembling God the Father, looked down
at us benevolently, while his disciple pulled out a bunch of colorful brochures and densely
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printed forms]. When his father is considering moving them to Argentina, his mother
bemoans having to learn Spanish, to which his father responds that it is the language of
Cervantes (143). However, Tolstoy cannot help the family, no matter how benevolent his
gaze, and his mother says she does not care about Cervantes. The interaction between
literary figures and actual decisions regarding the family’s migration history is minimal.
Instead, the books the protagonist reads serve to help him process the difficult journey.
Forced migration and the power of narratives are two themes that are inextricable
from the novel’s Jewish diasporic context. As Adam Kirsch notes, in Jewish culture
throughout the millennia, books “were the core of that culture, the binding force that
sustained a civilization” (i). Daniel Burke puts it even more pointedly: “For a religion that
lived in diaspora for more than 1,800 years, books took the place of temples and
monuments, governments and great battle sites.” In Vertlib’s text, books play a very
important role in the protagonist’s development and self-identity. But even this selfdirected learning is challenged by his family’s precarious status. Thus, books became an
important symbol for the protagonist’s precarity. At various points, he is forced to give up
his book collection whenever his family seeks yet another new place of residence.
One of the important book series features the adventures of a Russian partisan
named Sascha.48 Though the protagonist knows that the world in which the events of his
books take place is imaginary, he is inspired by Sascha’s heroism, especially how he
captures an entire German army almost on his own (144). The partisan is the protagonist’s

48

I was unable to locate a real book to which Vertlib was referring, if one does indeed
exist.
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foil, able to take action against antisemitism embodied by German soldiers, whereas
Vertlib’s protagonist is unable to enact change in his own world. The fact that Sascha has
a name, whereas the protagonist does not, seems to further emphasize the former’s agency
and underscore our protagonist’s lack thereof. Reading of Sascha’s bravery against his own
tormentors brings the protagonist back to a painful memory from a few weeks prior, in
which his classmates are about to forcefully circumcise him in the school bathroom (145).
It seems that the connection between Sascha and himself is that they are both being
oppressed due to their difference from the norm, which happens in both societies due to
ideological enforcement of hegemonic values. Later in the chapter, the protagonist does
quite literally take matters into his own hands by throwing away his trunk full of books
into the sea before his parents can get rid of them. In this moment, he makes the decision
to rid himself of the symbolic and material connection to his homeland and his childhood
before his parents can sever those ties for him; while this is a tragic moment for the
protagonist, it is also empowering, because he also gets rid of the book that reminded him
of his classmates’ violent behavior and of the loses he had experienced beforehand, giving
himself a literary clean slate.
Another important aspect of the protagonist’s reading practice is a humorous yet
significant moment in which the protagonist refuses to read. Soon after the protagonist
arrives in Vienna with his family for the second time, he recapitulates the plot of Johann
Wolfgang von Goethe’s Die Leiden des jungen Werthers [The Sorrows of Young Werther]
in his German class––without having ever read it. The teacher is so impressed by his
diligence that she lectures the other students: “Er ist Ausländer! Er kann nicht einmal
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richtig Deutsch. Für ihn ist das eine Fremdsprache” [“He’s a foreigner! He can’t even speak
German properly! It’s a foreign language for him] (166). Again, his identity is defined
through his engagement (or lack thereof) with a book centering on the story of a young
man who takes control of his life to triumphant or tragic consequences. While the first book
represented his homeland and its army’s triumph over Nazism, the second is by the father
of German literature and represents the protagonist’s disconnect with his new host culture.
Even through her praise of him, the teacher instrumentalizes the protagonist as an example
to shame his classmates for whom the German language and culture should come naturally,
pointing out the protagonist’s foreignness and apparent linguistic faults. His fake fluency
in the host culture sets him up as a bigger target for his classmates’ bullying until the
protagonist snaps and viciously beats his classmate. The protagonist is only able to stay in
school because his German teacher vouches for him due to his perceived admiration for
the German language. As a “Fremder in diesem Land” [foreigner in this country], the
protagonist’s admittance to the Austrian Gymnasium is unusual, and were it not for his
teacher’s positive impression of him, he would have surely been expelled (186). Even after
the book has allowed him to remain in school against all odds, he refuses to read it when it
is assigned to him in German class (186). This refusal to read is a refusal to assimilate, a
refusal to engage in the very canon through which national belongingness––which he is
consistently denied even despite his ostensible learnedness in it––is articulated. Yet this
refusal may be ironically complicated considering the novel’s paratextual context: being
written in German by an author with a curious name; would it be too far to read this choice
of book as a tongue-in-cheek moment of self-referentiality and reflection of one’s own life
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story as narrative: The Sorrows of Young Vertlib? The protagonist’s refusal to read
Goethe’s novel also distinguishes him from Moritz’s Anton, on whom, according to Isabel
White, Werther “was to have the most decisive impact” and the reading experience of
which was “presented as one of the formative events of Anton’s early years” (93). It is
possible that the reference to Goethe’s novel was simultaneously also a reference to
Moritz’s own text, showing how Vertlib’s protagonist differentiates himself from the
protagonists of classic Bildungsromane precisely through his reading practice.
When the family moves to New York City, the boy fittingly turns again to reading
to escape and befuddle his parents, this time reading a serialized novel printed in the
Russian expat newspaper, Nowoje Russkoje Slowo [New Russian Word], “die aus einem
jüdischen Hauptteil, der von jüdischen Emigranten aus der Sowjetunion redigiert wird, und
– etwa ab der Seite sieben – aus einem antisemitischen Nebenteil besteht” (188) [that
consisted of a Jewish main section, edited by Jewish émigrés from the Soviet Union, and
– starting around page 7 – of an antisemitic subsection]. What keeps these two seemingly
opposed groups in the same newspaper is a shared language and hatred of communism.
His father disapproves of the novel because he finds it trivial; without his parents’ approval,
the protagonist’s reading practice becomes a private––indeed, a secretive––and therapeutic
practice, allowing him to escape from the boredom and uncertainty of his precarious
existence.
The importance of books within the protagonist’s life reaches one of its apexes in
chapter 9, “Der illegale Leser” [the illegal reader], which takes place in Boston. The chapter
portrays the protagonist’s process of self-instantiation through his selection of materials at
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the library, yet also shows how this desired outcome is unfulfilled by his inability to obtain
a library card due to his undocumented status. When he enters the library, he is greeted by
the busts of Edgar Allan Poe, Walt Whitman, Mark Twain, and others “die literarische
Ewigkeit verkörpern” (220) [who embodied literary immortality]. His first acquisitions
include a book about the American revolution and a book that featured a post-chaise, to
fulfill his self-image, a kind of traveler who travels with considerably more luxury and
agency than he does: “In meinen Phantasien bin ich oft ein Adeliger, Diplomat oder
Offizier des 18. Jahrhunderts, der eine abenteuerliche Postkutschenfahrt unternimmt”
(221) [In my fantasies I am often a nobleman, diplomat, or officer from the 18 th century
undertaking an adventurous journey by post-chaise]. This self-serious fantasy gives way in
the next sentence to a quite different, perhaps more age-appropriate desire that he is
nevertheless also unable to fulfill:

Gern hätte ich mir das Buch mit dem vielversprechenden Titel Sex: Von der
Sehnsucht zur Erfüllung ausgeliehen, zumal darin dem Leser das Thema nicht nur
mit Erläuterungen, sondern auch durch anschauliches Bild- und Photomaterial
nahegebracht wurde. Doch schon als ich es aus dem Regal nahm und darin blätterte,
glaubte ich, jemand schaue mir die ganze Zeit über die Schulter. (221)

I would have liked to check out a book with the promising title Sex: From Desire
to Fulfillment, particularly since the method of making the topic accessible to the
reader was not just verbal, but also through vivid illustrations and photographs. But
as soon as I took the book off the shelf and began leafing through it, I felt that
someone was watching me the whole time over my shoulder.
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This humorous context nevertheless points towards to the serious issue of how the
protagonist’s intersecting positionalities deny him access to the books. The librarian
recognizes him as a foreigner due to his slight accent; she also manages to correctly guess
that he is a Russian Jew and his book choices are subject to commentary by the librarians.
Just as his teacher in Vienna had praised him when she thought he had Goethe, particularly
because he was a newcomer to German-language culture, upon seeing him read a book
about the U.S. Marines, the American librarian happily remarks: “Schaut, schaut, unser
kleiner Emigrant wird zum Patrioten […] so ist es nun mal – die Neuen sind immer die
Besten” (246) [Look, look, our little emigrant is becoming a patriot […] that’s the way it
is – the new ones are always the best]. His reading material is again taken as supposed
evidence that his allegiance has shifted in the favor of the country where he is currently
residing. However, despite their praise of him, his lack of a social security card and lack of
a parental signature renders him unable to obtain a library card. Despite his inclusion within
a Russian cultural and linguistic context in New York, in Boston, away from a Russian
diasporic community, his inability to attain key components of normative American
identity––fluent, unaccented English, legal papers, and Christianity, in addition to his status
as a child––makes it difficult to self-educate, develop on his own terms, and feel a true
sense of belonging and acceptance. Eventually he takes matters into his own hands, with
his parents only minimally knowledgeable of his transgressions: “Daß ich die Bibliothek
besuche wissen meine Eltern inzwischen. […] Daß ich die Sozialversicherungsnummer
und Vaters Unterschrift gefälscht habe, natürlich nicht” (248) [My parents eventually
learned that I was going to the library. Of course, they were unaware of the fact that I had
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falsified my social security number and my father’s signature]. His access to books is
controlled based on citizenship and age and his greatest rebellion is to fight against these
restrictions.
As disruptive as traveling had been to maintaining his book collection, it is still the
case that, as a late teen, the two constants in his life remain reading and travel. Combining
these two activities allows him to remain relatively stagnant––after all, he is staying within
the city, traveling only in a loop and through the mode of fiction––yet they allow him to
move enough, physically and intellectually, to find his equilibrium. As a young adult, when
he decides to venture on his own and move away from his family and friends in Vienna to
live in Salzburg with his girlfriend, his parents, unsurprisingly, disapprove. Although they
had been encouraging him to leave Vienna, when the decision is of his own volition, they
discourage him; after spending years deciding where he would live, their lack of control
over him is a hard pill to swallow. Their discouraging words include reminding him of his
complicated positionality: “Vater setzte nach, indem er darauf hinwies, daß ich Jude sei
[…] Außerdem sei ich Immigrant, ein sogenannter naturalisierter Österreicher, eigentlich
ein Fremder” (292) [Father continued by pointing out that I am a Jew […] Aside from that,
I am an immigrant, a so-called naturalized Austrian, in actuality, a foreigner]. Arriving at
the hideous train station for his trip, he describes it as “ganz im Stil der beginnenden
fünfziger Jahre, österreichische Schule” (291) [completely in the style of an early fifties
Austrian school], suggesting that all of his time spent on the road has been an educational
experience for him. By taking the initiative to move on his own, he realizes that he will be
far away from his bookstores and libraries (300). However, it is telling that he the most
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important item he brings with him in his overly heavy suitcase is his typewriter. He has
made the transition from child to adult––from someone not even aware of the fact that he
is moving to the person deciding to move despite his parents’ warnings––and from reader
to writer. He worries that the typewriter will break in his suitcase, yet the novel in the
reader’s hands can be seen as proof that it, indeed, survived the journey. Similar to Canetti’s
self-narrativization as storyteller seen in the previous chapter, Vertlib presents the
development of the self as storyteller. As a child, Vertlib’s protagonist learns how to deal
with instability through reading other people’s stories; as an adult, the storyteller seeks
change and movement as a form of stability. The resilience he has shown in dealing with
his childhood precarity allows him to seek his own formative travel experiences––on his
own terms.

2.5. A Filmic Aesthetic Education in Tawada’s Das nackte Auge
As has been demonstrated, one central example of a self-education strategy is
reading novels, as this is a strategy the majority of protagonists choose; however Tawada’s
protagonist in Das nackte Auge turns instead to viewing films. As noted, Tawada’s
protagonist begins her story as a high schooler of fifteen years who travels to East Berlin
in order to represent her school at an international socialist youth congress. In the early
days of her time with Jörg, she reflects:

Ich ahnte schon, dass mir solche Vorwürfe gemacht werden könnten. In Vietnam
war ich eine Musterschülerin, aber das würde mir hier keiner glauben. Man würde
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sofort denken, dass ich freiwillig weibliche Ausstrahlung als Ware anbieten würde.
(21)

It had already occurred to me that I might become the target of such reproaches. In
Vietnam I was a model student, but no one here would believe that. People would
immediately think I was voluntarily offering feminine charms as a commodity. (18–
19).

After her kidnapping, her formal education is interrupted, yet, because she believes that
she is pregnant and does not want to return home with this shame, she writes a letter to her
family “in dem ich mitteilte, dass ich unerwartet ein Stipendium für Deutschland
bekommen hätte und deshalb etwas länger hierbleiben wolle” (30) [“telling them that I had
unexpectedly received a scholarship to study in Germany and therefore was planning to
remain here a while longer” (29)]. In order to mollify Jörg, she translates it for him, but it
becomes clear that he either does not send her letter or never gives her her parents’
response. The fact that she uses furthering her education as an excuse for never coming
home adds a sad irony to the reality of its interruption.
Although she is unable to attain an education through formal means, viewing,
analyzing, and incorporating films becomes a form and process of self-development––and
a fundamental survival tool for the protagonist––which puts her into the role of student,
albeit in an unusual way:

Wenn ich zufällig an einem Schreibwarengeschäft vorbeiging und
Kugelschreiber, Kuverts oder Klebstoff im Schaufenster sah, stellte ich mir vor,
wie ich einen Brief an meine Eltern verfassen würde. In dem Brief würde stehen,
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dass ich in Paris an einer Universität studiere und deshalb nicht sofort zurückkehren
könne. […]
Mir fehlten Chance, Courage und Kapazität, um mich ernsthaft danach zu
erkundigen, wie man einen Studienplatz bekommt. Anstatt etwas dafür zu tun, lag
ich krumm wie ein Hummer auf einer Pappe im Keller und wartete auf die
Tageszeit, in der ich wieder ins Kino gehen konnte. Vielleicht sah man mir an, dass
ich zu oft und zu intensiv darüber nachgedacht hatte, Studentin zu werden. Eines
Tages bekam ich nämlich Studentenermäßigung an der Kasse eines Cinéma, ohne
dass ich sie verlangt hatte. (57–58)

When I happened to walk past a stationers and saw pens, envelopes, and glue in the
window, I would imagine writing a letter to my parents. In the letter I would write
that I was studying at a university in Paris and therefore couldn’t come back home
yet. […]
I lacked the opportunity, courage, and expertise to make serious inquiries
as to how one went about getting admitted to the university. Instead of taking steps
in this direction, I continued to stay curled up like a shrimp on a piece of cardboard
in the basement, waiting for it to be late enough for me to go to the movies once
more. Perhaps one could tell just by looking at me that I had thought too long and
hard about becoming a student: One time I was given a student discount at the
theater box office without even having asked for it. (63–64)

This passage is a clear indication of the protagonist’s transition from traditional student to
a “student” of the cinema. Unable to exert sufficient agency in her own life to be able to
return home and resume school, and, as an undocumented person unable to begin attending
university in Paris, the protagonist seeks her education in film. Her subjectivity is thus
defined as “migrant spectator” (Exley 53), both towards and against that of her cinematic
idol, French actor Catherine Deneuve, whose body, according to Slaymaker, “is emptied
of its specificity and emerges as a housing, perhaps, or a place holder, a cipher, a part of a
database, a robot or manikin” (667–8). Throughout the protagonist’s time in Paris, her life
is shaped by her obsessive viewing of Deneuve’s films––films that become so significant
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to her and that shape her life so profoundly that even the chapters of her story are given
titles from her films.
Yet the aesthetic education of the cinema does not erase her desire to gain the
legitimacy granted to someone pursuing a more formal education. The way she is viewed
in society is based on the intersections of her gender, her undocumented status, and her
Vietnamese identity, could be erased by the class privilege of studying at the university:

Mir kam es vor, als würde eine Sprachschule alle Probleme mit einem Schlag lösen
können. Der eine Satz „Ich studiere in Paris” würde jeden Verdacht auf Prostitution,
illegalen Aufenthalt, Diebstahl, Betrug und Hochstapelei von meinem Leib
abwischen. In Paris zu studieren, das war sicher etwas Feines. Auch Ho Chi Minh
hatte sechs Jahre hier studiert. In Moskau hatte er dagegen nur ein Jahr studiert.
(73)

I was under the impression that a language school would solve every one of my
problems in a single blow. The simple sentence: “I am studying in Paris” would
wipe from my body all suspicion of being a prostitute, an illegal alien, a thief,
imposter, or fraud. Studying in Paris was most certainly a refined occupation. Even
Ho Chi Minh spent six years studying here. In Moscow, on the other hand, he
studied only one year. My uncle told me that once to tease me. Now I was grateful
to him for this information. (84)

The passage also touches on the tension between the importance of Western capitalist
forms of education in Eastern socialist societies; studying in France is a status symbol, an
important part of development that the elite–– even Ho Chi Minh, the very leader who led
his nation to independence from the French colonial power––enjoyed. Thus, in seeking out
the sort of legitimacy a Western education imbues, the protagonist both challenges the
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values of her society and follows in the footsteps of the father of her nation. As fraught as
this choice may be, choosing to pursue this education and then gaining access to it are two
different battles; whereas the first is shaped by the protagonist’s relationship to her personal
values and national history, the second is shaped by severe structural impediments. Her
reflection on these issues takes place during her viewing of the film Les voleurs (1996)
[Thieves], where she encounters Deneuve once again:

Sie heißen Marie, dieses Mal sind Sie keine Prostituierte, sondern eine
Philosophieprofessorin. Mit einem Buch in der Hand sprechen Sie zu den Studenten
im Hörsaal. […]
Ich beneidete diese Studenten, mein alter Traum kam mir wieder in den
Sinn: Ich wollte studieren, ich wollte Philosophie studieren, und zwar schon
damals, als ich noch nicht einmal meine Nase richtig putzen konnte.
Anstatt zu studieren, irrte ich den ganzen Tag in der Stadt herum. Ohne ein
Dach über dem Kopf, illegal, arbeitslos, eine Stummheit ohne Sprachkenntnisse,
ungewaschen und verschlafen. In der „Rue des Écoles” entdeckte ich in einem
Schaufenster ein Buch von Platon. Ich wusste nichts über ihn, aber sein Name war
mir schon seit meiner Kindheit vertraut. Ein Schulfreund, dessen Eltern in Saigon
eine Pension besaßen, hatte mir die Taschenbuchausgabe des „Gastmahls”
geschenkt, die einer der französischen Gäste im Zimmer vergessen hatte. Ich stellte
das Buch auf meinen Schreibtisch und sah jeden Tag auf den Titel. „Le banquet” –
ich wusste genau, was das Wort bedeutete, und stellte mir einen großen Festsaal
mit Kronleuchtern vor. Auf den großen, runden Tischen lagen halb durchsichtige
Nudeln, rote Garnelen, Sojasprossen, Koriander und Zitronengras. […]
Ich konnte den Inhalt Ihrer Vorlesung nicht verstehen. Nur das Wort
„Aggression” hörte ich heraus. Aggression, Agri, Agrotechnik, ein Onkel von mir
hatte Agrotechnik in der DDR studiert, die Kultur, agriculture, angry, agreement.
Ich hatte immer geglaubt, dass ich kein Wort Englisch könne, aber das hatte ich mir
nur eingebildet. Ein Soldat hatte mich in Saigon auf der Straße gefragt: „Do you
agree with me?” Ich war noch ein Kind. Einverstanden sein mit der Tatsache, dass
ich nicht zu dem Bankett eingeladen war, und sanft bleiben oder einen Wutanfall
bekommen und das Fenster des Festsaals kaputtschlagen. […]
Juliette sieht nicht aus wie eine Studentin, aber sie studiert. Sie studiert bei
Marie. Jemand muss ihr erzählt haben, wo man das Antragsformular bekommt, wie
man die Studiengebühren bezahlt, welche Bücher man gelesen haben muss, wie
gelassen oder distanziert man die Professoren ansprechen muss.
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Your name is Marie and this time you aren’t a prostitute—you’re a
professor of philosophy. With a book in your hand you speak to the students in the
lecture hall. The microphone inclines toward your mouth like an insectivore. […]
I envied these students, and my old dream occurred to me once more: I
wanted to study at the university, to study philosophy, something I had wanted to
do even back before I learned to blow my own nose properly.
Instead of studying, I wandered around the city all day long: no roof over
my head, illegal and unemployed, a mute creature devoid of language skills,
unwashed and lethargic. In the rue des Écoles I discovered a book by Plato in a
shop window. I didn’t know anything about him, but his name had been familiar to
me since childhood. A school friend whose parents owned a pension in Saigon once
gave me the paperback edition of The Symposium, which one of the French guests
had left behind in a room. I put the book on my desk and looked at the title every
day. “Le banquet”—I knew exactly what the word meant, and imagined a large
ballroom with chandeliers. Translucent noodles, red prawns, bean sprouts, cilantro,
and lemongrass were spread across a large, round table. […]
I couldn’t follow your lecture. All I recognized was the word “aggression.”
Aggression, agronomy, agricultural technology—an uncle of mine had studied
agricultural technology in the GDR—culture, agriculture, angry, agreement. I had
always thought I couldn’t speak a word of English, but I had only imagined this. A
soldier once asked me on the street in Saigon: “Do you agree with me?” I was just
a child. Should I agree with my not being invited to the banquet and remain docile,
or should I fly into a rage and smash the ballroom window? […]
Juliette doesn’t look like a student, but she is studying at the university. She
is taking one of Marie’s classes. Someone must have told her where to get an
application form, how to pay the tuition fees, which books to read, and with what
casualness or reserve one speaks with the professors. (166–68)

The protagonist compares Deneuve’s prostitute character in Belle du jour and her real-life
prostitute friend Marie with the professor character named Marie played by Deneuve in
Les voleurs. Again, there is a contrast being made between prostitution and higher
education, as though these were the only two options for women. Deneuve’s ability to
seamlessly shift between roles, from prostitute to philosophy professor, appeals to our
stuck protagonist; however, she recognizes that such a path is unlikely for her. She reveals
her childhood desire to study philosophy, which goes far beyond the idea of studying as a
means of gaining legitimacy in society discussed above. Rather than learning at the
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university, the protagonist reflects on her forced status as a wanderer, turning the idealized
and privileged concept of the flâneuse on its head. She is a street walker––although not a
prostitute––and the “Rue des Écoles” ironically becomes her school. Reading the title of
Plato’s book brings her back to an early childhood encounter with the Western intellectual
tradition, vis-à-vis the French tourists’ copy of “Le banquet.” Her engagement with
Western philosophy is portrayed in a light that reveals its interwovenness with Western
colonial enterprise; yet it also pushes against this hegemony, as she imagines a Vietnamese
version of the symposium, complete with Vietnamese delicacies and attire. She is unable
to follow Deneuve’s lecture, yet she makes connections between the French, German, and
English words she does know to arrive at a multilingual (mis)understanding of the topic at
hand, thus introducing the American military presence as another defender of the Western
intellectual tradition. She does indeed understand the American soldier, but the surprised
acknowledgment of this indicates a begrudging attitude towards the pervasive violence of
contact with the American military, which has forced her to learn some English against her
will. She wants to respond by voicing her anger at not being invited to the banquet, which
indicates the child’s humorous misunderstanding of Plato; yet it also underscores the reality
that an East Asian girl’s perspective would not have been invited a seat at the Symposium’s
proverbial table. Back in the present day, despite protagonist’s judgment that Juliette does
not look like a student––a claim that is not further explained––at the end of the day, the
support she has ostensibly received to reach the university outweigh appearances. This
suggests that the protagonist believes that she, too, could be a university student if she only
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had access to the right support––even if she, as a racialized and gendered other, does not
look like one.
Unable to gain access to the university or attain significant agency, the protagonist
continues to live vicariously through Deneuve. Yet Deneuve’s body––as the object of the
protagonist’s and the camera’s gazes and even as an occasional character within the
diegesis––does maintain its specificity in its contrasting form to the protagonist’s own.
Tawada’s “stubbornly indeterminate” (Slaymaker 667) protagonists offer a kind of politics
of refusal, an unwillingness to assimilate to easily categorizable national and even clichéd
transnational concepts of ‘in-between’ hybridity. Exley rightly remarks that
“[e]xperiencing gaps rather than overcoming them is part and parcel of the migrant
subjectivity developed in the novel” (56). Yet it must also not be ignored that the
protagonist in this text is structurally denied the tools to escape from her own precarity.
Romanticizing her forced rootlessness into cosmopolitan nomadism trivializes the violence
and hardship to which she has been subjected and which have stunted her subjectivity. In
contrast, Deneuve’s relative freedom––as a white woman, an adult, a European, and a
person with the ‘right’ papers (both bureaucratic and monetary)––allows her to travel
between various locales, characters, and lives. This flexibility, often ascribed transnational
protagonists, is juxtaposed with Tawada’s protagonist’s immobility. Yet it is important to
remember that, as Carola Daffner and Beth Muellner write in their work on contemporary
German women writers, “categories of identity that affect temporal-spatial relations means
being aware of power” (6). If the protagonist is “stubbornly indeterminate,” it is because
she does not have true access to self-determination. Her ability to self-instantiate is closely
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tied to her “teacher” Deneuve’s abundance of the same. Deneuve’s ability to play various
characters can be directly compared with the protagonist’s use of pseudonyms and alteregos, and, indeed, with her namelessness in the novel; while both cases emphasize the
performativity of identity, one is freely undertaken with artistic aims, while the other is the
result of duress, fear, and desire for anonymity. The novel’s enigmatic final chapter
presents the bizarre simultaneous disappearance of the protagonist and her encounter and
conflation with Catherine Deneuve. Miriam Ubieto describes this moment as “durch den
Kontakt mit dem Anderen entstanden […] durch eine doppelte Frau symbolisiert […], die
vietnamesisch und tot ist und gleichzeitig eine weißhäutige blinde Greisin” (Ubieto 42)
[through the contact with the Other, symbolized by a doubled woman who is Vietnamese
and dead and simultaneously a blind white elderly woman]. In this encounter with each
other and with the Other, the two women (or the single “doppelte Frau”) suffer bodily harm
and are bound by the joint experience of violence at the hands of misogyny and xenophobia,
with the incident and its hypermediated narration representing the most complex version
of “precarious intimacies.” This final encounter shows that learning about oneself through
such a close encounter with the other can lead to losing the self within the other, a
transgressive reaction against the normative expectation of the process of Bildung leading
to finding oneself; however, it also underscores the pressure that the process of Bildung
puts on non-normative individuals to transform into a facsimile of normativity––and the
violent consequences such an attempt might have on that individual.
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2.6. “So steht es im Buch geschrieben”: The Impact of Familial and Societal Factors
on Girls’ Education in Özdoğan’s Die Tochter des Schmieds
Selim Özdoğan’s protagonist, Gül, is also unable to complete her schooling due to
closely interwoven familial, material, and sociopolitical factors. Yet, unlike Kully, who is
homeschooled, Gül’s experience is shaped by the distinctiveness of home and school as
sites of development. Indeed, one of the important lessons she learns is the importance of
separating life at school from her life at home––as well as the difficulty of maintaining this
separation, as what happens in one space greatly affects what happens in the other.
A charged moment in which the family home is infiltrated by the power of the state
provides the first moment in which Gül’s schooling is mentioned (33–34). Gül’s father,
Timur, keeps two rifles in the house, despite not being a licensed gun owner. When three
gendarmes come to inspect the house for the weapons, they try to get Gül to tell them where
the guns are hidden. The commanding gendarme tells Gül to sit on his lap and tries to make
small talk with her, asking how old she is and if she has already started school (she has
not). Though she physically complies by sitting on his lap, she does not engage with him
in conversation, because she knows where the guns are and does not want her father to get
into trouble. This unwelcome infiltration of the outside world into the house and Gül’s
silent protest occasions her mother’s praise and an important lesson: “Das hast du sehr gut
gemacht. Es ist sehr gut, die Dinge, die im Haus passieren, nicht fremden Leuten zu
erzählen” (36) [You did so well. It’s very good not to tell strangers about what goes on at
home]. This experience motivates her attempt to separate her life inside her home and her
life outside: “Gül erzählte auch umgekehrt das, was draußen geschah, nicht zu Hause” (36)
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[By the same token, Gül did not tell what happened outside, at home]. The attempt to
separate these private and public spheres turns into a method of self-silencing and continues
into and throughout her schooling, eventually causing her to cease going to school
altogether.
School becomes a place for children to form close friendships and affective
allegiances with each other while contending with the violent interventions of the adult
world. Gül begins attending in the village school, which houses all students from first to
fifth grade in the same schoolroom (38). There, she meets Recep, a boy in the fourth grade
who throws paper balls when the teacher’s back is turned. As punishment, the teacher slaps
him in the face several times; physical punishments were common in Turkish schools in
this era. But two days later, Recep, undeterred, again throws paper balls, this time hitting
the teacher in the back of the neck. Without quite knowing why, Gül says that she did it.
This moment provides an interesting moment narratologically as the reader is briefly given
insight into the teacher’s thoughts: “Er wußte, daß sie es nicht gewesen war, aber er rief
sie nach vorne und ließ sie die linke Hand ausstrecken, mit der Handfläche nach oben. Er
mußte seine Autorität wahren” (38) [He knew that it had not been her, but he called her to
the front and had her put out her left hand, with her palm facing up. He had to maintain his
authority]. Although it instigates problems with both her teacher and with her family, this
decision has the positive impact of beginning Gül’s close––yet secret––bond with Recep.
The reader learns the reason behind Recep’s misbehavior: “Er war der Sohn einer guten
Freundin ihrer Mutter, und es hieß, er könne sich nicht benehmen, weil ihm der Vater
fehlte, der eines Tages angeblich nach Istanbul gegangen und nie wiedergekommen war”
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(38) [He was the son of a good friend of her mother’s, and it was said that he could not
behave himself because he missed his father, who had supposedly gone to Istanbul one day
and never come back]. The use of the subjunctive to introduce indirect discourse puts Gül
into the role of the unwitting interlocutor (or overhearer) of adult conversations, a role she
occupies throughout her childhood, which is explored in Chapter One of my study. Both
Recep’s feelings of abandonment and Gül’s empathy toward him comes into view within
the space of the school, where children are met with authoritarian blows. Thus, despite this
attempt––or necessity––for separation of private and public realms, the two inevitably
interact as problems at home instigate problems at school, and vice versa.
Problems in Gül’s own home life also begin to affect her studies, inviting more
physical punishment. Gül’s little sister, Melike, wets the bed they share almost every night,
which Gül mistakenly thinks is her fault. Disposing of the evidence of this embarrassment
makes her late to school one morning:

Und so stand Gül in ihrer Schuluniform am Tor. Die Schlafanzughose hatte sie
schon aus dem Haus geschmuggelt, und sie konnte sie nicht zur Schule mitnehmen.
[…] Es dauerte lange, es dauerte sehr lange, bis Gül genug Mut gesammelt hatte,
um in den Stall zu gehen und die Hose im Heu zu verstecken. Es dauerte ungefähr
so lange wie die Nationalhymne. (40)

And so Gül stood at the gate in her school uniform. She had smuggled her pajama
pants out of the house and could not bring them with her to school. […] It took a
while, a long while, before Gül summoned up the courage to go in the stable and
hide the pants in the hay. It took about as long as the national anthem.
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Gül literally does not want to bring her problems at home with her to school, yet they follow
her there regardless:

Nach dem zweiten Schlag mit dem Lineal weinte Gül nicht. Man durfte nicht zu
spät kommen, auch als Mädchen nicht. Und wenn man Montag morgens, wenn die
Nationalhymne gesungen wurde, zu spät kam, dann gab es einen Schlag mit dem
Lineal (39).

After the second blow from the ruler, Gül did not cry. No one was allowed to come
late, even girls. And if you came late on Mondays, when the national anthem was
sung, then you got hit with the ruler.

This brief passage shows how education expectations are gendered. The fact that children
are not allowed to arrive late “auch als Mädchen” [even as a girl] suggests that there is a
difference in either how seriously the education of boys and girls is treated or the extent to
which physical punishment is exacted upon boys versus girls. The passage also reveals that
the national anthem is an important point of reference that starts off each school-week,
showing the centrality of the state and discourses of patriotism in children’s education. 49
Later on in the narrative, when Gül’s family moves to the city and Gül must attend a very
different, much larger school, each day there also begins with singing the national anthem.
In her new, foreign educational context, Gül reflects, “[w]enigstens die [Nationalhymne]
ist die gleiche” [at least the national anthem is the same]; the national anthem provides one

49

This aspect will be revisited in the analysis of Stanišić’s text, below.
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of the only points of commonality and continuity between her two schooling experiences.
This similarity shows that the overarching context of national unity takes precedence over
regional differences, an important lesson for young people in a young country.
Another issue that causes the interruption of school in the village is lack of
resources; the village school has trouble coping with the uncharacteristically rough winter
and cannot adequately heat the school, which Gül’s father takes it upon himself to try to
solve (47-48). Within the context of the village, Gül’s family is quite well off for the time
being, which is why he is able to provide the wood for the school while many of the other
families might be struggling to heat their own homes. Gül’s relative class privilege does
not, however, allow her to escape familial and societal expectations based on her gender
and role as eldest daughter. Nor does her life as a student in the public realm allow her to
avoid problems at home. One day, Recep arrives at school very late to tell Gül that her
father is about to get into a fight with his competitor, Tufan (40). The news spreads
throughout the classroom and the village, and soon almost everyone in town is in the village
square to watch the fight unfold. Despite the family’s care to keep their troubles private,
this conflict thrusts them literally into the center of town for all to see. Although the fight
luckily does not end in Timur’s grave injury, the continuation of his adversarial relationship
with Tufan is what eventually drives the family to leave the village and move to the city,
where Gül will continue her education––far from Recep––and where her younger sister,
Melike, begins attending school. Although the migration from village to city is not as
significant as from one country to another, she still deals with similar issues––linguistic,
cultural, and class differences.
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The juxtaposition of Gül’s and Melike’s experiences in school shows how family
dynamics in the home––as they are embedded within and come up against social norms––
shape each child’s educational opportunities. Comparing Gül to her younger sisters, it
becomes clear that a girl from Gül’s background can indeed achieve a higher level of
education, but only if she is strong-willed and able to escape familial expectations. The
girls’ difference in temperament impacts their schooling considerably. On the girls’ first
day of school in the city, Timur introduces his daughters to their teachers differently:

Am zweiten Tag, nachdem sie ins Stadthaus gezogen sind, bringt ihr Vater sie und
Melike […] zur Schule. Er geht mit seinen Töchtern zu einer Lehrerin, tätschelt
Gül die Wange, sagt: Hier ist meine Tochter. Und verschwindet mit Melike. Zu
ihrem Lehrer wird er sagen, was die Eltern in jenen Zeiten oft sagen: Das Fleisch
ist dein, die Knochen mein. Was heißen soll: Prügel sie ruhig, wenn sie es verdient.
(76)

On the second day after moving into the city house, her father brings her and Melike
[…] to school. He goes with his daughters to a teacher, pats Gül on the check and
says: This is my daughter. And disappears with Melike. To her teacher, he will say
what parents often say in those times: The meat is yours, the bones are mine. Which
is supposed to mean: beat her by all means, if she deserves it.

The reason behind his disparate introductions is simple: until now, and with few
exceptions, Gül has been a model child, well behaved and never a cause for concern.
Melike, on the other hand, has always been temperamental and has had significant
behavioral issues throughout her early years. Yet it is ironically these very traits––Gül’s
submissiveness and dedication to her family and Melike’s intractability and rejection of
familial expectations––that cause Gül to fail at school and Melike to thrive.
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At her new school, Gül expects to be isolated from her peers due to linguistic
differences; children in the city had long made fun of her accent, because she speaks the
village dialect. Melike, on the other hand, quickly picks up the local accent, “obwohl sich
niemand über ihre Aussprache lustig gemacht hat. Sie gehört nicht zu den Mädchen, über
die man lacht” (78) [although no one had made fun of her accent. She did not belong to the
girls who were laughed at]. As it turns out, her linguistic differences are much easier to
overcome than the class and educational differences. Gül tries to hide her accent but soon
realizes that the way she speaks is not as big of a problem as her inability to read:

Bisher konnte sie immer so tun, als könnte sie gut lessen, weil der Lehrer streng
nach Buch gearbeitet hat. Wenn sie einen Text vorlesen sollte, hat sie in das Buch
geschaut und ihn auswendig aufgesagt. […] Doch die neue Lehrerin hält sich nicht
an das Buch, und während alle anderen flüssig lesen und schreiben können, hat Gül
erhebliche Schwierigkeiten, dem Unterricht zu folgen. Sie ist eine halbe
Analphabetin. Die Lehrerin versucht Gül zu helfen, doch da sind noch vierzig
andere Kinder in der Klasse. (77)

Until that point, she could always pretend that she could read well, since the teacher
closely stuck to the book. When she had to read a text aloud, she looked at the book
and recited it by memory. […] But this new teacher did not stick to the book, and,
while all of the others could read and write fluently, Gül had considerable
differences following the lesson. She is a half-illiterate. The teacher tries to help
Gül, but there are forty other children in the class.

Due to her troubles in school, she is happy to come home during the lunch breaks. These
reprieves have a cost; her familial responsibilities at lunch and after school keep her from
focusing on her schoolwork. Despite being only nine or ten years old, she has acted as a
second mother to her younger siblings since her father’s remarriage following the death of
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her mother, which makes it difficult carve out time to study: “Höchstens spätabends, wenn
es draußen dunkel geworden ist und Ruhe einkehrt, wenn man nur noch das Zischen der
Druckluftlampe hört und die Insekten, die dagegenfliegen, kommt sie dazu, Hausaufgaben
zu machen” (77-78) [At best, she gets to her homework in the late evening, when it has
grown dark outside and the quiet sets in, when one can hear just the hiss of the compressed
air lamp and the insects that fly towards it]. There are several factors that interact to keep
Gül from finding success in her schooling. Her first few years in the village school, in
which students of all grades learned in one schoolroom, made it easy for her to get by
without learning basic reading and writing skills. When her family moves to the city, she
begins attending a more rigorous school, where she is unable to keep up the illusion, yet is
also still unable to receive adequate attention due to the large class size. Her family is
unaware of her struggles and she cannot advocate for herself to her step-mother, for whom
Gül plays a vital role in the maintenance of the home.
Despite her step-mother’s repeated attempts to keep home life private from the
watchful eyes of the neighbors, Gül cannot escape the effects of her home life on her
schooling. Indeed, it is clear that her role as a second mother to her younger sisters has
proved the ultimate barrier to her scholastic success and her remedial performance causes
her to be held back a year (86). Gül’s teacher remarks on her role as eldest daughter in a
key moment. Gül and her classmates are asked to write the ending of a story the teacher
reads them about an encounter between a man and a lion. When Gül is the only student
who lets the man survive unscathed, her teacher asks why her version differs vastly from
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those of her classmates, and Gül responds that she felt bad for the man’s children. Her
teacher then inquires about her family situation:

– Aber du hast einen Vater, oder?
– Ja, sagt Gül.
– Und eine Mutter?
Gül sieht hoch, ihrer Lehrerin ins Gesicht.
– Ja … Eine Stiefmutter.
Gül sieht ihrer Lehrerin immer noch ins Gesicht.
–Sie kümmert sich bestimmt gut um dich, nicht wahr?
– Ja, sagt Gül und senkt ihren Kopf wieder ein Stück.
– Bist du die Älteste?
– Ja.
– Das Mädchen, dessen Mutter stirbt, hält sich für eine Mutter, sagt man.
Weißt du das?
Meistens glauben die Leute, daß Gül nicht zuhört, wenn die Worte der
Ahnen in ihrer Gegenwart zitiert werden. Wer keine Mutter hat, hat auch keinen
Vater. Stiefmütter geben verwässerten Ayran und die verbrannte Ecke des Brotes.
Sie kennt diese Sprichwörter, die für sie alle das gleiche bedeuten: Sie muß auf ihre
Schwestern achtgeben.
– Du kannst immer zu mir kommen, sagt die Lehrerin, sei nicht schüchtern.
Ich helfe dir gerne.
– Danke, sagt Gül artig.
Sie weiß, daß sie nie zu ihrer Lehrerin gehen wird. Hat die nicht gerade
selber gesagt, daß Gül fast eine Mutter ist. (99-100)

– But you have a father, right?
– Yes, says Gül.
– And a mother?
Gül looks up at her teacher’s face.
– Yes … A stepmother.
Gül is still looking at her teacher in the face.
– Surely she takes very good care of you, right?
– Yes, says Gül and her head sinks back down a bit.
– Are you the oldest?
– Yes.
– They say that a girl whose mother dies thinks of herself as a mother. Did
you know that?
184

Most of the time people think that Gül is not listening when they quote the
words of the ancestors in her presence. The one who has no mother also has no
father. Stepmothers give watered-down ayran and the burnt corner of the bread.
She knows these sayings, which all mean the same thing: She has to take care of
her sisters.
– You can always come to me, says the teacher, don’t be shy. I’d be glad to
help you.
– Thanks, says Gül politely.
She knows that she will never go to her teacher. Didn’t she just say herself
that Gül is practically a mother?

Despite having access to a teacher who values her and wants to assist her, Gül feels unable
to accept this help, likely due to her step-mother’s insistence on keeping everything that
occurs in the family a secret so that they do not become the town laughing stock. Because
she is already responsible for so much in her family, Gül does not believe that she can ask
for support from neither her family nor her teacher. Her responsibilities, which arguably
extend beyond what is appropriate for her age, have forced her into this mothering role,
which further estranges her from systems in place to protect and advocate for children.
While Gül promises to her father to work harder in school the following year, her
father does not seem to understand the reasons behind her poor performance. He
encourages her to advocate in her best interest regarding school and family life several
times, telling her “[e]s reicht, wenn du es wünschst, verstehst du? Es ist ausreichend, daß
du mir sagst, was du willst” (130) and “[d]u mußt lernen, den Mund aufzumachen, verstehst
du? Sonst wirst du immer zu kurz kommen und dich dann ärgern” (146) [it’s enough that
you wish for it, understand? It’s enough when you say what you want; you have to learn
how to speak up, understand? Or else you’ll always miss out and get angry]. However,
without acknowledging or aiming to change the structural impediments to her learning, his
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encouragement does not serve to empower her. She sacrifices her own best interests for the
benefit of others, which her father does not seem to recognize. This is why, although she
recognizes her desire––“Sie würde sich wünschen, weniger im Haushalt helfen zu müssen”
[She would prefer to have to do less to help out at home]––she also realizes that this is
unattainable because of how it would affect others in her family––“doch dann müßten ihre
Schwestern mehr tun” [but then her sisters would have to do more] (130). Gül is able to
improve her performance thanks to the intervention of Onkel Abdurahman, a retired village
school teacher who offers to tutor her (88), serving to both give her an escape from her
family responsibilities and to pique her interest in schoolwork. Gül begins to do better, but
her younger siblings also continue to catch up. Her younger sister Sibel, who is still only
four years old (and two years too young to begin attending school), hates being home
without her older siblings. With her father’s approval and Onkel Abdurahman’s help in
falsifying her birth certificate, she begins attending school two years early, showing that
structural factors keeping children from attending school can be overcome with enough
effort and the right support.
Unfortunately Gül’s problems in school begin again, likely due to the birth of a
fourth sibling, for whose care she is often made responsible as the family flounders
financially. After not even wanting to ask her father for the money to get her diploma
photographs taken, Gül is not able to use the expensive starch from her step-mother so that
her bow will sit, white and stiff, on top of her head in the photograph. She instead ruins her
bow while trying to starch it with sugar and borrows a friend’s for the photo:
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So trägt Gül auf den Fotos für das Abschlußzeugnis Nebehats Schleife im
Haar. Jahrzehnte später wird sie jedes Mal, wenn sie dieses Foto sieht, daran
denken, daß die Schleife in ihrem Haar nicht ihre eigene war, und sie wird ihr
immer wie ein Fremdkörper vorkommen auf dem Bild. Als müsse jeder sofort
merken, daß die Schleife nur geliehen ist.
Die Fotos werden nie auf dem Zeugnis oder in den Karteikarten der Schule
zu sehen sein. Gül versagt bei den Abschlußprüfungen und bleibt in ihrem letzten
Schuljahr sitzen. (147)

So Gül wore Nebehat’s bow in her hair for her diploma photo. Decades
later, every time she looks at the photo, she will think about how the bow in her
hair wasn’t her own, and she will always appear to herself like a foreign body in
the picture. As though everyone would notice right away that the bow is only
borrowed.
The photos will never be seen on her diploma or the school’s filing cards.
Gül choked on her final exams and failed her final year of primary school.

Using the narrative device of prolepsis, the narrator gives the reader access to Gül’s
reflection on the photograph decades later. Gül can barely recognize herself in the photo
and thinks that everyone else can tell that it is not her bow––a metaphor for the
overwhelming sense of imposter syndrome: she was merely playing the part of the good
student and the well-groomed child. The illusion that the bow provides cannot be
maintained; she fails her exams. The fact that Gül had the support of her father, who paid
for her photographs, but not of her step-mother, who would not give her the expensive
starch for her bow, is paradigmatic of the forces, both financial and familial, that restrict
her access to education. These forces are related to her gender and class background:

Ihre Eltern machen keine große Sache daraus, daß sie sitzenbleibt. Sie ist ein
Mädchen, sie kann lessen und schreiben, viele können nicht mal das. Der Schmied
kann nur die arabische Schrift lessen und hat selber keinen Abschluß, Arzu ist
Analphabetin. (147–8)
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Her parents do not make a big thing out of the fact that she was held back. She is a
girl, she can read and write, many people can’t even do that much. The blacksmith
can only read the Arabic script and does not have a diploma himself, Arzu is
illiterate.

It becomes evident that Gül would want to attend school if the financial and familial factors
were alleviated; she reflects that she failed the exams “weil sie nicht genug Zeit hatte […]
aber wenn sie etwas mehr gelernt hätte, dann wären die Fotos auf das Abschlußzeignis
geklebt worden” (148) [because she didn’t have enough time […] but if she had studied a
bit more, the photos would have been glued to her diploma]. Yet she also realizes that even
if she were able to do well in school, the family’s limited resources would not allow her
and all of her siblings to pursue education beyond primary school (148). Her lack of time
to focus on school due to her responsibilities at home, combined with her family’s financial
situation, make pursuing her education difficult both to achieve and to justify.
The final attempt to salvage Gül’s formal education occurs after Abdurahman
learns of her intention not to return to school. He comes to their home to convince her
father to send her by saying that the times are changing and soon everyone will graduate
from primary and secondary school, challenging the notions Gül’s family hold regarding
the unimportance of girls’ education. Gül, who hides in the armoire as the conversation is
underway, overhears her father saying, “wir haben ihr nicht verboten, in die Schule zu
gehen” (152) [we didn’t forbid her from attending school]. After Abdurahman leaves,
however, her parents do not encourage her to attend school: “Ein Wort, ein Wort hätte
genügt, und sie hätte vor Onkel Abdurahman gestanden und versprochen, ab Montag
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wieder in die Schule zu gehen. Sie wollen also nicht, daß sie die Schule beendet. Sie wird
zu Hause bleiben” (153) [One word, one word would have been enough to make her stand
up in front of Uncle Abdurahman and promise to return to school starting Monday. That
means they didn’t want her to graduate from school. She will stay home]. This silence
communicates a lack of investment in their daughter’s schooling, which spells its end. It is
later revealed that, despite Uncle Abdurahman’s role as one of the biggest local advocates
for girls’ education, he has likely been sexual abusing the poor young girls from the village
he hosts every year (200). This unfortunate reversal highlights how an individual’s
educational access, safety, and well-being are mapped onto one’s intersecting
positionalities of gender, class, age, and geographical background.
Melike and Sibel do not face the same familial pressures that limit Gül’s success in
school. Although Melike is not an intrinsically motivated or particularly gifted student, she
aspires to graduate primary, secondary, and teacher’s training school, all done with the aim
of facilitating her escape from the family home and move to a bigger city. When Gül replies
that Melike must first be allowed to continue school, Melike responds, “[w]ieso sollte ich
nicht dürfen?” (188) [why wouldn’t I be allowed?], showing just how disparate educational
opportunities are––even among siblings––due to familial structures. Gül’s sisters’ desire
for education and access to it are what causes her to get married at the young age of fifteen:
“Vielleicht sollte ich heiraten, denkt sie” (188) [Maybe I should get married, she thinks].
When a different structural force––the 1960 military coup—causes Melike and her younger
siblings to stay home from school, Gül questions Melike’s obvious joy at not having to
attend:
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– Du willst doch nach der Mittelschule auf die Oberschule, oder?
– Ja, weißt du doch.
– Aber du magst die Schule nicht.
– Nicht besonders, aber das ist doch egal. Ich will einen Abschluß, ohne
Abschluß hat man es schwer. Ich will hier weg.
Wieder nickt Gül. Sie weiß, daß Melike recht hat. Ohne Abschluß bleiben
einem nicht viele Möglichkeiten. (204)

– You do want to attend high school after middle school, right?
– Yeah, you already know that.
– But you don’t like school.
– Not really, but that doesn’t matter. I want a diploma, because it’s tough
without one. I want to get out of here.
Gül nods again. She knows that Melike is right. Without a diploma, you
don’t have a lot of options.

Melike’s matter-of-fact declaration thrusts Gül towards a decision: to marry Fuat, which
she views as “Vielleicht […] mein Schicksal” (204) [Maybe […] my destiny]. Although
marrying Fuat is framed as Gül’s choice, and her father explicitly says that it is her decision,
Gül also tellingly reflects in her internal monologue, “Früher oder später wird sie ja doch
heiraten. Was sollte sie auch sonst tun. […] Schicksal” (205) [Sooner or later, she’ll get
married. What else would she do. […] Destiny”]. Thus, it is necessary to view this choice
within the context of Gül’s extremely limited options; this insight deromanticizes her
“destiny” and shows it for what it really is: the result of structural impediments to her
education. Furthermore, although her father makes it very clear that she can choose her
suitor, and she rejects several before settling on Fuat, it is Fuat’s status as her stepmother’s
younger brother that pushes her towards him, for marrying him allows her to stay closely
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connected to her family. Thus, the familial and societal contexts for this choice question
whether it is, indeed, a choice at all.
At the same time as her access to formal schooling is being challenged, however,
Gül begins to develop a private reading practice. Her first time reading for pleasure is
occasioned by Abdurahman’s gift of a novel:

Es ist ein dickes Buch für Erwachsene, das Onkel Abdurahman ihr
vorbeibringt. Aber Gül hat nicht viel zu tun, ihre Mutter gibt ihr Gefängnissocken,
denen sie neue Spitzen nähen soll, sonst wird ihr nichts aufgetragen. Also fängt sie
an, das Buch zu lesen. Sie stellt sich die großen Häuser vor, die beschrieben werden,
die schick gekleideten Menschen, das fremde Land. Sie gerät mit den ausländischen
Namen schnell durcheinander, dennoch werden die Figuren von Seite zu Seite
lebendiger, kommen ihr näher, obwohl sie in dem Buch kaum etwas aus ihrer
eigenen Welt wiederfindet. Schließlich fiebert sie mit der jungen Frau mit, die
angeblich befleckt sein soll. Niemand glaubt ihr die Wahrheit, nämlich, daß sie rein
ist. Gül begreift, daß es um etwas geht, was sie nicht ganz versteht, etwas Großes,
Geheimnisvolles, sie begreift aber auch, daß sie niemanden danach fragen kann.
Aber sie weiß, wie es ist, wenn niemand einem die Wahrheit glaubt. Diese Frau
fühlt dasselbe wie sie. […]
Es wird einige Jahre dauern, bis sie wieder ein Buch liest. (123)

It is a thick book for adults that Uncle Abdurahman brings her. But Gül does
not have much to do, her mother tells her to darn new toes on some prison socks,
but that is all she has been assigned. So she starts to read the book. She imagines
the big homes that are described, the smartly dressed people, the foreign country.
At first she gets the foreign names all mixed up, but soon the characters start to
come to life with every passing page, becoming more familiar, although she can
barely find anything in common with her own world. By the end, she seethes
alongside the young woman who is allegedly tarnished. No one believes that she is
telling the truth about being pure. Gül understands that this is about something that
she does not quite understand, something big, something secret, but she also
understands that she cannot ask anyone about it. But she knows what it is like when
no one believes you are telling the truth. This woman feels just like she does. […]
It will be several years before she reads another book.
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Given what becomes clear about Abdurahman later on in the novel, it may indeed be
troubling that he has given Gül this novel, which alludes to sexual contexts, “damit dir
[Gül] nicht langweilig wird, wenn du so im Bett liegst” (122) [so that Gül does not get
bored lying in bed]. However, the upshot of his act is that she finds connections between
her own story and the one narrated in the book. Although there are many differences, from
the characters’ social class and geographic location, to the precise plot elements, Gül
nevertheless finds comradery with these fictional characters, and particularly with the
young female protagonist, whose truth is continuously questioned.
Gül’s next independent reading practice is when she begins reading the newspaper.
Her access to newspapers occurs firmly within the domestic space of the family home;
newspapers are ubiquitous as household items used to wrap meats from the butcher and
line kitchen cabinets (156). Reading newspapers is both a private and a gendered activity:
“Gül sieht außer Onkel Abdurahman kaum jemanden, der in der Öffentlichkeit Zeitung
liest, und sie hat wahrhaftig noch nie eine Frau gesehen, die das tut” (157) [Gül hardly saw
anyone besides Uncle Abdurahman reading newspapers in public, and had truthfully never
seen a woman do it]. She has to feign the performance of an activity acceptable for women–
–putting away dishes or making dress patterns––in order to steal a few moments during
which to read (157). If she loses herself in reading while she is ostensibly cutting the paper
for a pattern, her step-mother remarks, “Schneid, wenn du schneiden willst, […] was liest
du Zeitung, als seiest du ein erwachsener Mann?” (157) [Cut it already, if you are going
to, […] why are you reading the paper as though you were a grown man?]. Her reading
practice is policed, but luckily, tricking her step-mother is easy, because “[w]enn ihre
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Mutter sie so ermahnt, fängt sie an zu schneiden, das Geräusch der Schere reicht aus, damit
ihre Mutter woanders hinsieht, und Gül versucht weiterzulesen, während sie am Rand der
Texte entlangschneidet” (157) [whenever her mother admonishes her, she begins cutting,
the sound of the scissors are enough to make her mother look elsewhere, and Gül tries to
keep reading as she cuts around the edges of the articles]. Whereas her domestic labor
previously kept her from studying for school, in these instances, her domestic labor
provides the cover for her reading practice. During the period of her engagement, she
moves on to reading Fotoromane (commonly translated into English as photo comics) and
also derives joy from this practice.
Eventually, after Fuat leaves for his military service, Gül becomes a voracious
reader of novels, which she is able to obtain cheaply and frequently:

oft genug ist sie in ihrem Zimmer und liest im Schein der Petroleumlampe Bücher.
Bücher, die sie sich aus der Bücherei geliehen hat, oder Bücher, die es billig zu
kaufen gab. Sie liest nun alles, was sie in die Finger kriegen kann. […]
Anders als in den Fotoromanen aus dem Herbst ihrer Verlobung, erstreckt
sich in den Büchern, die Gül liest, die Handlung oft über mehrere Jahre. Die
Menschen verändern sich, verstricken sich in etwas, nur weil sie irgendwo mal
einen winzigen Fehler gemacht haben, den sie zu verbergen versuchen. In den
Büchern steht, wie junge Frauen sich fühlen können, da steht etwas über Schande
und Leid, über Gerede und Klatsch, über Aufrichtigkeit und Mut.
Doch nirgends steht, wie es sein kann, im Haus der Schwiegereltern als
Dienstmagd zu hausen, weil der Eheman beim Militär ist. (222)

oftentimes she spends time in her room reading books in the light of the petrol lamp.
Books that she borrowed from the library or books that could be bought cheaply.
These days she reads anything she can get her hands on. […]
Unlike the photo comics from the autumn of her engagement, the plots of
these books often stretched out over many years. The people changed, and got into
trouble just because they made a tiny mistake along the way that they try to conceal.
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In the books, there were stories of how young women felt, there was shame and
sorrow, gossip and scandal, sincerity and courage.
But nowhere was there a story about living at the in-laws’ home as a maid
because your husband is away doing his military service.

Gül seems to be reading with two opposing aims simultaneously. She reads in order to find
relief from having to serve her in-laws as maid and nanny. Thus, the books provide a
diversion from the monotonous quotidian existence at her in-laws’ residence, an escape
into the fictional lives of others. Whereas she was unable to study as a child due to
housework, and housework provided an excuse for to read newspapers, at this stage in her
life, books are what allow her to escape housework. At the same time, however, Gül
searches for her own story in the books. 50 She finds young female protagonists who contend
with important themes as they come of age over many years. However, there is a limit to
the overlap between her own life and the fictions she reads; she does not find herself or her
own story represented. For the reader of Özdogan’s novel, this moment creates a sense of
tension through the ironic instigation of a metanarrative; Gül’s own story, which she does
not find represented in the novels she reads, is narrated in her eponymous volume. The
exception to this is when she is considering marrying Fuat, but is having trouble deciding
whether or not it is the correct decision. In a dream, she imagines seeing Fuat and wakes
up in a panic after one of the village elders tells her, “[s]o steht es im Buch geschrieben”
(197) [it is so written in the book]. Perhaps Fuat is written into the book of (her) life, but
she is making active decisions about how this book his being written––and narrated––or is

50

Again, I attempted to reconstruct what novels the protagonist was reading but was unable
to do so successfully. I hope to be able to figure this out before filing.
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she merely following orders based on the patterns she believes her story is meant to follow?
These two examples displays Gül’s ability to think of her life story as a narrative, fulfilling
Kontje’s stipulation that a Bildungsroman becomes especially interesting “when the
extensive readers portrayed in the novels become intensive readers of their own lives”
(Private Lives 6). However, it is important to consider the extent to which she is allowed
to write her own story versus the extent to which it is pre-written for her. After all, the elder
does not tell her that Gül has written it in the book, but rather that it has been written as
such already, with or without her consent. Gül’s major life choices––to end her education,
to marry Fuat, and, eventually, to follow him to Germany––must be viewed within the
context of her limited options. Therefore, three questions remain: is choosing to accept the
“fate” that family and society have made available to her a legitimate form of agency? Does
Gül have a legitimate alternate path, if she were only to speak up and demand to continue
her schooling? It seems that this latter question borders on victim blaming, leading to the
final concluding question; if Gül’s place in her family and society set her up for a life of
leaving school at an early age and marrying young, then is it not better for her to view her
decision to leave school as a means of supporting her sisters’ education and to play an
active role in deciding who her husband will be? Exercising agency within a framework
that allows for limited choices should therefore be understood as an act of bravery from a
protagonist who at first glance seems to be closely following the plot that the book of life
has made available to her rather than writing her own story.
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2.7. Parodying National-Linguistic Educational Ideologies in Stanišić’s Grammofon
Stanišić’s novel portrays the ideological nature of education and the school as a
space of ideological indoctrination and dissemination. The first important classroom scene
is a Serbo-Croatian lesson that is nevertheless portrayed entirely in German. Long before
he moves to Germany, the protagonist must first learn to read and write in his native
language, a process that often leads to (humorous) misunderstandings and that takes place
both in informal settings and in school––the most literal Bildungsstation. The death of the
President of Yugoslavia Josip Broz, also known as Tito, in 1980 and the subsequent loss
of his cult-popularity status and changing general attitudes towards Socialism caused
linguistic changes in the very institution where children learn formalized aspects of
language: in school. An example of this phenomenon portrayed in the novel is when, on
the first day of school in fall 1991, the Serbo-Croatian teacher takes down the portrait of
Tito hung up high in the classroom and declares, “ab heute nennt ihr mich Herr Fazlagić
und nicht mehr Genosse Lehrer, ist das klar?” (71) [“from now on you children will stop
calling me Comrade Teacher and call me Mr. Fazlagić instead. Is that clear?” (70)].
Misunderstanding this directive, Aleksandar addresses his teacher as “Nicht-mehrGenosse-Lehrer” (71) [“not-Comrade-Teacher-now” (71)]. His comical lack of
understanding of the language, expressed in this negation of the address formerly used for
his teacher, is due to his lack of understanding of the sociopolitical situation.
The humor of these exchanges is heightened by the protagonist’s apparent fluency
in the physical and rhetorical gestures used by adults for communicative emphasis, such as
noticing the dramatic pause his teacher makes after announcing his altered title to the class,
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the type of pause that “Erwachsene machen, wenn sie etwas mit feierlicher
Verkündungsstimme gesagt haben” (71) [“observed by grown-ups when they’ve just made
a solemn announcement” (71)]. Though Aleksander is apparently able to recognize these
conventions based on his observations of adult speakers, he does not always choose to
mimic this behavior in its entirety. He stands up as he has been taught to do when he has
something to say, but instead of asking a question respectfully, curses, and instead of using
his teacher’s new title, accidentally draws attention to his former title. Yet Aleksander
continues to use body language to emphasize his rhetoric, putting his index finger under
his chin and pursing his lips as though he were to say “nur mal angenommen, dass” (71)
[“suppose” (71)]. The humor springs from a tension created by the protagonist’s
simultaneous sophistication in rhetoric and gesturing and his lack of understanding of the
political situation; thus this exchange can be read as a hybrid utterance due to the mismatch
of the sophistication in the protagonist’s rhetorical strategies, on the one hand, and the
naive thought process behind it, on the other, which simultaneously suggest different
linguistic registers. This linguistic mismatch underscores the absurdity of life in a
dictatorship and how these situations are a central part of education and development of
young individuals despite the children lacking the emotional, psychological, and linguistic
tools to deal with them.
The fact that it is the Serbo-Croatian teacher who removes the portrait and thereby
institutes this symbolic change underscores the power of language and, particularly, of
linguistic authorities, to shape young minds. Carl interprets Aleksander’s interactions with
Herr Fazlagić as “den totalen und ersatzlosen Zusammenbruch jeglicher Normalität” [the
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total and irreplaceable collapse of any normalcy], the fallout of which results in an
existential crisis (39). Educational spaces are also ones of indoctrination; never a neutral
or ideology-free space, schools are where good citizens or comrades are made and learn to
speak the language of their society. Yet the lessons they learn are not necessarily up-todate with societal changes. The narrator reveals that, despite Tito’s actual and symbolic
deaths, he continued to live on in educational spaces: “In unseren Schulbüchern lebte Tito
am längsten” (76) [“Tito lived on longest in our school textbooks” (76)]. After the war
breaks out, the protagonist and his young friends visit the school with their arms full of
school supplies looted from a local department store. They find the school in shambles, the
floor covered in thousands of cartridge cases, broken glass, and blood. Significantly for the
purposes of this study on multilingualism, upon seeing a pile of tattered red gradebooks
covered in a heap of feces, Aleksander stops to check their marks in Russian, which are
satisfactory. While the boys enjoy a sense of morbid fun in the rubble, the field trip
transforms the space of the classroom from one of learning to one of the senselessness of
war; ironically, the only intact feature of the science classroom is Tito’s portrait, though
even he has been shot in the eye.
Later, the trope of school as Bildungsstation is revisted, but this time, in Germany;
in a letter to his friend Asija, Aleksander describes a recent school assignment: 51

In Deutsch mussten wir einen Aufsatz zum Thema »Essen, ich habe dich gern«
schreiben, und ich schrieb, wie man bei uns Börek macht. Jeder las seinen Aufsatz
laut vor, und als ich dran war, lachte sich die Klasse schlapp. Dazu musst du doch
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wissen, dass Essen »hrana« bedeutet. Ich wusste das, aber da ich an der Stadt Essen
gar nichts gern habe, schrieb ich eben über das Hackfleisch und den Yufka-Teig.
Und das war ziemlich schwierig, weil ich das Wort für Hackfleisch nicht kannte,
und versuch mal jemandem Hackfleisch zu erklären! Die anderen Schüler aus
Bosnien kopierten das Rezept und nahmen es mit nach Hause, weil sie der Meinung
waren, dass Zwiebeln nicht reinmüssen und dass man Blätterteig nehmen soll. (139)

In German we had to write an essay on the subject of “Essen, I love you,” and I
wrote about how we make börek at home. We all had to read our essays aloud, and
when it was my turn the class laughed itself silly. To understand that, you have to
know that in German Essen means hrana, food. I knew that, but because I don’t
like the city of Essen, I thought I’d write about börek made with minced meat and
yufka dough. And that was quite difficult, because I didn’t know the German for
minced meat, and just try explaining minced meat to someone if you don’t know
the word for it. The other Bosnians in the class copied down the recipe and took it
home, because they thought there ought not to be onions in börek, and you should
use flaky pastry. (149)

The humor here hinges on the double meaning of the word “Essen,” which is both the city
in which Aleksander resides and the German word for food and eating. Although such an
error could be attributed to a simple misunderstanding, Aleksander claims to have
understood the appropriate use in the context of the assignment. Thus, the humor is not
derived from a depiction of a foreign child who cannot communicate with his peers. Rather,
the protagonist plays with the double meaning of “Essen” for his own creative linguistic
pleasure, displaying a high level of comprehension and making his classmates laugh.
Norbert Wichard remarks on the various levels of engagement in Aleksander’s essay that
the classmates can perform, because of their different cultural and linguistic backgrounds:
“Die deutschen Schüler verstehen kulturell bedingt nur den Witz zwischen ,Essen‘ und
,essen‘, die kroatischen Schüler grenzen sich von dem Gericht ab und die bosnischen
Schüler sind uneins über die Rezeptur” (165) [The German students are limited culturally
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to understand only the play on “Essen” and “essen,” the Croatian students do not relate to
the dish, and the Bosnian students disagree over the recipe]. In Aleksander’s letter, which
would have been written diegetically by the protagonist in Serbo-Croatian, he recognizes
the information he needs to parlay to his non-German speaking friend so that she finds the
humor in the situation, quickly shifting his role from language learner to teacher. Of course,
despite his sophisticated interpretation of the homework assignment, he does not possess
the vocabulary necessary to describe his favorite meal, a fact that is funny for the reader,
because the letter is narrated in German––meaning that “Hackfleisch” [ground meat], the
word that Aleksander does not know, is made available to the reader but separated from
the protagonist by narratological levels. He playfully protests the assignment because he
dislikes his new home, showing that though he has made great strides linguistically, he is
still not integrated culturally. Yet this idea of homogenous integration is, too, humorously
undercut; the other Bosnian children disagree with his recipe for Börek, disturbing the
notion of cultural unity in the homeland and thereby creating a space for heterogeneity
within the host culture that the Germans, who refer to all of the Eastern Europeans as
“Jugos” [Yugos] regardless of ethnicity or affiliation, do not comprehend (139). The
erasure of his cultural specificity is heightened by the pressure to conform to such
expectations, a renewed sense of unity engendered by the imagined homogeneity that
thrived in the newly united Germany. Aleksander’s desire to conform to expectations of
normative Germanness is evinced when he signs his name “Alekßandar,” using the German
“ß,” in his previous letter, a choice that Virant rightly describes as representing “in einem
einzelnen Buchstaben die gesamte Desorientiertheit eines jungen Emigranten in einer
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fremden Kultur ausgedrückt” (292) [expresses the entire disorientation of a young emigrant
with a single letter]. By this point, though, he is already back to signing his named using
an “s,” displaying a sense of self-assuredness that has perhaps been facilitated through
these very acts of bicultural translation––translating his Bosnian home culture for his
German classmates and translating the German culture for his Bosnian friend back home.
As societies in flux, both pre-war Bosnia and the newly reunited Germany use school as a
site for the development of strong national-ideological affiliations in their students. Yet, as
these humorous examples show, the students can undercut the seriousness with which both
cultures view themselves by challenging the way language is used in this space––a role for
which the multilingual protagonist is especially well suited.

2.8. Intertextuality as Self-Education in Özdamar’s Die Brücke vom goldenen Horn
As previously noted, Emine Sevgi Özdamar is one of the most significant cultural
producers on the Turkish-German scene, whose texts are widely taught and interpreted by
scholars in Germany, Europe, and North America. Due to the auto-fictional nature of much
of her work, many interpretations have focused on issues such as identity and biography.
More recent scholarship, however, has analyzed her aesthetic techniques, including her use
of intertextuality (Stewart and Matthes 238), particularly with regard to her 2001 short
story “The Courtyard in the Mirror” (“Der Hof im Spiegel”) (Leslie Adelson, Margaret
Littler). While other scholar have pointed out the richness of references in Özdamar's
novels Karawanserei and Die Brücke vom goldenen Horn, to my knowledge, no one has
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read the use of intertexts as part of the protagonist’s Bildung. I argue that Özdamar's
protagonist uses intertextual reference to develop linguistic skills, experience her political
awakening, and engage in creative practices including self-staging and performativity.
Simultaneously, intertextuality allows Özdamar’s text to embed itself into broader
discourses on the German and transnational Bildungsroman genres.
I focus on intertextuality in Die Brücke vom goldenen Horn in which intertextuality
occurs on the very first page––the nameless protagonist, having recently arrived as a guest
worker to West Berlin from Turkey, learns German by memorizing newspaper headlines
and applying them to inappropriate contexts with hilarious consequences. The protagonist
describes her process as such:

Ich konnte kein Wort Deutsch und lernte die Sätze, so wie man, ohne Englisch zu
sprechen, »I can’t get no satisfaction« singt. Wie ein Hähnchen, das Gak gak gak
macht. Gak gak gak konnte eine Antwort sein auf einen Satz, den man nicht hören
wollte. Jemand fragte zum Beispiel »Niye böyle gürultüyle yürüyorsun?« (Warum
machst du soviel Krach, wenn du läufst?), und ich antwortete mit einer deutschen
Schlagzeile: »Wenn aus Hausrat Unrat wird.« (11)

I couldn’t speak a word of German and learned the sentences, just as, without
speaking any English, one sings ‘I can’t get no satisfaction.’ Like a chicken that
goes clack clack clack. Clack clack clack could be the reply to a sentence one didn’t
want to hear. For example, someone asked ‘Niye böyle gürültüyle yürüyorsun?’
(Why do you make so much noise when you walk?) and I answered with a German
headline: ‘When household goods become used goods.’ (3)

Her grammatically correct yet nonsensical German responses to Turkish questions she does
not want to address, drawn from the headlines of newspapers she reads without
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comprehending their meaning, amount to a refusal to engage even as they pass for
engagement, and thus can be understood as a form of linguistic agency. Comparing her
language use to an animal’s, the protagonist counterintuitively feels that her inability at
this stage to draw translingual connections that empowers her speech practice. Her
knowledge of German begins to come together like a collage of references that are de- and
re-contextualized to create an unexpected whole. These first examples reveal how
Özdamar’s protagonist uses intertextual practice––reading, synthesizing, combining,
reimagining, and juxtaposing––as a self-development technique.
As she continues to develop her linguistic ability, the protagonist begins reading
German works by figures such as Karl Marx and Bertolt Brecht in the evenings after she
comes home her factory job. Her engagement with Turkish, German, and other cultural
materials leads to her communist political awakening and thrusts her into an artistic life.
Though Özdamar often draws from her own life experiences in her fictional writing, here,
her protagonist finds herself in the opposite trajectory: fiction becomes life. Intertextuality
also seems to inform the plot and drive the protagonist on her path towards fulfillment.
Though the protagonist’s pursuit of an acting career is consistent with Özdamar’s own life
story, as Ortrud Gutjahr points out, it simultaneously recalls Wilhelm Meister’s dream of
a life on the stage. However, her experiences in the theater differ from Wilhelm’s in that
her artistic practice is deeply political and because she finds success in her career. In the
case of Özdamar’s protagonist, I would add that this career choice is a reflection on the
performative nature of transnational self-instantiation through intertextual engagement. By
inscribing herself with intertexts, Özdamar’s protagonist develops her political
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consciousness and a sustaining creative practice through which to express her convictions.
This expansive frame of references also embeds Özdamar’s books within a within a
transnational literary and scholarly framework.

2.9. Conclusion
In this chapter, I explored the various challenges that limit the protagonists’ access
to education, which include migration trajectories, war, and expectations based on gender,
social class, and other identificatory factors. Following in the footsteps of foundational
Bildungsromane, these newer novels and memoir show how formative learning
experiences occur both in the classroom, as well as at other Bildungsstationen, where the
protagonists learn important lessons through real life experiences as they move along the
winding path from childhood to adulthood. The protagonists’ informal and self-education
strategies, including learning through the experience of migration itself and the
development of a private reading or viewing practice, leads to the expression of the self
through creative engagement. Particularly in the case of Canetti’s, Vertlib’s, Tawada’s, and
Özdamar’s protagonists, their formative reading practices seem to partially embed their
lives within the fictional contexts of the works with which they engage––contexts they
initially approach as culturally and linguistically foreign. This can be understood as an
intertextual form of self-development, in which the self becomes a text and the text
becomes part of the self. This incorporation of “foreign” elements into a new sense of self
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becomes a form of agentive self-staging and self-narrativization, constituting a vital step
in the process of transnational Bildung.
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CHAPTER 3: At Home on the Road: Heimat, Heimweh, Heimatlosigkeit, and
Wahlheimaten

3.1. Introduction
This chapter analyzes how the young protagonists in three novels–– Franz Kafka’s
Der Verschollene, Irmgard Keun’s Kind aller Länder, and Vladimir Vertlib’s
Zwischenstationen––deal with leaving their Heimat and the resulting transnational
wandering and Heimatlosigkeit [Heimat-lessness], and the extent to which they are able or
desire to make a home for themselves in their countries of arrival. In these narratives, the
protagonists are separated from their respective homelands on multiple levels––
geographically, emotionally, linguistically, and temporally. Their opinions of it are based
on earlier childhood memories, their parents’ and other family members’ stories, and
communication with friends and family who remained there. The novels also have
similarities on levels of plot and author biography that cause them to speak to each other
in interesting ways. All three texts take place to some extent in the United States, and, at
least partially, in New York City, with Kafka’s text occurring exclusively in the U.S. and
Keun’s and Vertlib’s texts featuring the U.S. as an important stop on a meandering journey
to find a place (legally) to call home. Kafka and Vertlib are both Jewish authors and both
engaged with multiple languages from a young age. Both Keun’s and Vertlib’s protagonists
are refugees; Keun’s protagonist’s family, though not Jewish, has been persecuted by the
Nazi regime for political reasons, while Vertlib’s unnamed protagonist leaves the Soviet
Empire with his parents due to antisemitism and political persecution. Both Keun and
Vertlib also ostensibly draw from autobiographical experiences, having made similar
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journeys to their protagonists, while Kafka’s Karl explores a country the author himself
had never visited and knew only through engagement with contemporary travelogues and
other sources. Kafka’s text features a heterogeneous narrative situation largely focalized
through the protagonist Karl’s perspective using the technique of narrated monologue to
present his thoughts. Vertlib’s text features a complex autodiegetic narrative situation;
usually, the narrator is the adult version of the child/adolescent focalizer, providing a
retrospective account, whereas other sections seem to be both homodiegetic, i.e. focalized
and narrated through the child’s/adolescent’s perspective, evinced by the present tense.
Keun’s text is told by an autodiegetic narrator––the child protagonist herself––in a mix of
present and past tense that suggests the ongoing recollections of a character experiencing
events in real-time. As will be shown, each of these narrative situations offers a different
way to show how the respective protagonist deals with his or her disempowering exclusion
from society.
The chapter will be structured as follows: first, I provide a conceptual history of
Heimat, reflecting closely on how the experience of and access to the Heimat is allowed or
limited by one’s positionality vis-à-vis hegemonic power structures. Second, I analyze
Keun’s protagonist Kully against the paradigm created by Goethe’s Mignon, arguing that
subtle yet unmistakable intertextual references to Goethe’s text paint Keun’s protagonist
as a Mignon figure, which further illuminates an understanding of how Heimat operates
and is narrated in both texts in significant ways. Then, I have two twin sections on Keun’s
and Vertlib’s novels in which I analyze how each of their protagonists is forced to follow
their parents as they seek safety and opportunity far away from the country that has
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oppressed and endangered them on the basis of their religious and/or political beliefs. In
the final section, I analyze Keun’s, Kafka’s, and Vertlib’s novels to understand the role
that the myth of America and the actual American experience plays in the formation of
these characters, and the factors that affect to what extent they are able to adopt the U.S. as
a Wahlheimat [chosen homeland].

3.2. A Conceptual History of Heimat between Tradition and Transformation
“Homeland,” “nation,” “birthplace,” “hometown,” “roots.” These are but a few of
the terms used to translate the concept of Heimat into English. As ubiquitous as it is
allegedly untranslatable52, the concept of Heimat, considered by Gabriele Eichmanns to be
“the epitome of Germanness” (1), dates back to at least the late fifteenth century and has
been a central term in German culture since the end of the eighteenth century (Blickle x).
It appears as a key theme in canonical and influential German cultural artefacts, from
literature to the visual and performing arts. In one of the most emotional moments of
Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre (1795–6), Johann Wolfgang von Goethe portrays Mignon, an
enigmatic, androgynous child who, upon reflecting on her Heimat, to which she longs to
return, sings to Wilhelm the following lines:

Kennst du das Land, wo die Zitronen blühn,
52 Blickle

importantly notes that languages other than English do indeed offer more suitable
analogues (2). Thus, the supposedly untranslatable nature of the term reflects more about
English’s lack than the singularity of the German’s possession of the term. Nevertheless,
its conceptual development within German-speaking cultures is extremely important.
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Im dunkeln Laub die Goldorangen glühn,
Ein sanfter Wind vom blauen Himmel weht,
Die Myrte still und hoch der Lorbeer steht,
Kennst du es wohl?
Dahin! Dahin
Möcht ich mit dir, o mein Geliebter, ziehn!
Kennst du das Haus, auf Säulen ruht sein Dach,
Es glänzt der Saal, es schimmert das Gemach,
Und Marmorbilder stehn und sehn mich an:
Was hat man dir, du armes Kind, getan?
Kennst du es wohl?
Dahin! Dahin
Möcht ich mit dir, o mein Beschützer, ziehn!
Kennst du den Berg und seinen Wolkensteg?
Das Maultier sucht im Nebel seinen Weg,
In Höhlen wohnt der Drachen alte Brut,
Es stürzt der Fels und über ihn die Flut:
Kennst du ihn wohl?
Dahin! Dahin
Geht unser Weg; o Vater, laß uns ziehn! (138)

Know’st thou the land where the lemon-trees bloom,
Where the gold-orange glows in the deep thicket’s gloom;
Where a wind ever soft from the blue heaven blows,
And the groves are of laurel and myrtle and rose?
Know’st thou it?
Thither! O thither,
My dearest and kindest, with thee would I go.
Know’st thou the house, with its turreted walls?
Where the chambers are glancing, and vast are the halls?
Where the figures of marble look on me so mild,
As if thinking: “Why thus did they use thee, poor child?”
Know’st thou it?
Thither! O thither,
My guide and my guardian, with thee would I go.
Know’st thou the mountain, its cloud-covered arch,
Where the mules among mist o’er the wild torrent march?
In the clefts of it, dragons lie coil’d with their brood;
The rent crag rushes down, and above it the flood.
Know’st thou it?
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Thither! O thither,
Our way leadeth; Father! O come let us go! 53 (“Vol. I” 229)

In the haze of early morning, a voice sounds from outside Wilhelm’s room and, upon
recognizing its owner, Wilhelm opens the door to let Mignon inside. Wilhelm thus controls
her entry into the space, allowing her to cross the threshold, and giving us our first taste of
how he will mediate her mobility both literally and metaphorically throughout this
interaction. Her nostalgic gaze towards her Heimat in this song reproduces––if only for a
moment and if only in the realm of the imaginary––the affects produced by its sights,
sounds, smells, tastes, and sensations. Speaking a pidgin of German, French, and Italian,
Mignon is portrayed throughout much of the novel as simultaneously multilingual and nonlingual. Ursula Mahlendorf describes Mignon’s “language disturbance” as one of the
“[m]ost striking” aspects of her character: “She is silent for days on end […], her speech is
broken […], impersonal and abrupt” (25). The songs in the novel, on the contrary, allow
Mignon rare chances to express herself not just adequately, but sublimely. As Jean
Starobinski has argued in his work on nostalgia and Heimweh [homesickness] in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries:

53

The English passages are from the famous translation by Scottish polymath Thomas
Carlyle, first published in 1824 when he was only twenty-nine years of age. Carlyle wrote
to Goethe shortly after the publication of his translation, beginning a correspondence of
about a dozen letters that lasted until Goethe’s death in 1832 (Norton xviii). According to
Charles Eliot Norton, the editor of their correspondence, in 1824, Carlyle “had not yet
attained any definite position in the world of letters,” yet “Carlyle’s letter and his
translation of Meister’s Apprenticeship gave Goethe pleasure, as the expression of genuine
admiration coming from a region from which he had hitherto received little appreciation
or even recognition” (vii; xv).
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Nostalgia is a pain of the memory. A mere fragment of the past suffices to
exacerbate the suffering. This fragment can be a melody that the sufferer had heard
before. This melody calls forth an entire swarm of “accessory ideas,” a seemingly
complete picture of the lost past forms. (332)

For the child who was forced to leave and, thus, lose her Heimat due to circumstances
wholly outside her control, the song offers a way back, a temporary release, a sensational
flood of memories so fantastic, they venture off into the domain of fantasy. A child who
has been forced to leave and, thus, lose her Heimat due to circumstances wholly out of her
control, she has endured separation from her family, her language, her culture, and thus
leads a precarious existence. She imagines that her one hope to escape from obscurity and
certain ruin is to return there with Wilhelm, who simultaneously embodies, as evinced by
the song lyrics, her father, lover, and guardian. And yet even within the lyrics’ urgency in
portraying Mignon’s determination to return to her native home, her mobility is attached
to Wilhelm’s willingness to oblige: “Dahin! Dahin / Möcht ich mit dir, o mein Beschützer,
ziehn!” [emphasis mine]. Indeed, though his knowledge of her Heimat has not even been
ascertained despite her repeated inquiries (“Kennst du das Land?”, “Kennst du den Berg?”
etc.), he is the sole arbiter of her fate and ability to return. Mignon’s musical appeal
underscores her dependency on a series of older male figures; Wilhelm’s adoption of her,
though benevolent, merely transferred the power that once lay in the hands of the abusive
circus master, and that was vacated by her father––it does not set her free. Though she is
the one who maintains and communicates local knowledge about her Heimat, and the one
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who can translate its beauty into both a different language and a work of art, she remains
immobile without his consent.
This example helps outline how one’s access to the Heimat, mobility, agency, and
subjectivity within it is related to dynamics that shape society more broadly. Though he
does not refer to Wilhelm Meister, Peter Blickle’s description of power imbalances in his
foundational study, Heimat: A Critical Theory of the German Idea of Homeland, point us
toward issues of access and subjectivity. He writes:

Heimat conceptualizations at any given time are closely linked to the class and
gender interests of a narcissistically conceived masculinized self, a male subject, a
male ego. Heimat usually represents an idealized loser in gender or class questions
(women or peasants), but always from the point of view of the winner (the
bourgeois male). Heimat, one could say, brings back that which ascendancy
claimed as a sacrifice from the victor. (71)

Broadening Blickle’s categories further, I argue in this chapter that gender (both identity
and performance), class, sexual orientation, race and ethnicity, age, language, religion,
ability, nationality and citizenship status are all important factors in determining whether
one has access to a particular Heimat. In the German context, one who is disadvantaged in
relation to the traditional standard of subjectivity––the white, male, bourgeois (or upperclass/noble), Christian, native German-speaking, able-bodied, German citizen––in one or
more of these categories may lack access to agency and mobility, two components closely
related to Heimat.
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Returning to Goethe’s text, it becomes clear that Mignon is therefore disadvantaged
in several intersecting ways, with categories that are heightened by their intersection. She
is not only othered due to her status as a female, but also as a gender non-conforming
individual. She is not only a child, but also a girl. She is not only lower class, but also not
fluent in the dominant language of her social milieu. As a child of incest whose parents
have all but abandoned her, she is an orphan and a vagrant. Therefore, her access to her
Heimat is necessarily mediated by an adult who is also male and of a certain social status.
Although Mignon is removed from those I examine in this study by at least a century and
a quarter, her journey is a paradigmatic, if tragic, example of the types of challenges faced
by these narratives’ young protagonists, whose access to movement, safety, and basic life
essentials are often wholly tied to adult figures who may or may not have their best interests
at heart and may not take their preferences into consideration. Indeed, in the three texts I
analyze in this chapter, the decision to leave the Heimat is made by one or more adults who
assume a father, lover, or guardian position in that youngster’s life.
In his study, Blickle discusses the enigmatic significance of Heimat in the German
language, as an “uncanny and persistent German longing for a space of innocence” (ix),
troubling due to its historical appropriation in contexts that “served sooner or later to
further sharp exclusions of certain groups –– usually ethnic minorities, less-propertied
classes, or both” (x). Noting its long history and development within German culture, he
writes that “German literature is so heavily permeated with manifestations of Heimat that
it is more difficult to name a writer who has not worked with the idea than to name those
who have” (5). The experience of Heimat is also inextricably bound up with the
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aforementioned sensation of Heimweh (Blickle 67), a feeling that can only be experienced
when one has left the proverbial nest. Therefore, it is important to remember that, despite
its cultural specificity within the German-language context, Heimat is not hermetically
sealed; in fact, it is counterintuitively defined by engagement with the foreign and indeed
through its own loss, or Heimatverlust. As Florentine Strzelczyk explains in her essay “Far
Away, So Close: Carl Froelich’s Heimat”:

The word Heimat in German culture has always signified an opaque concept.
Connoting birthplace, childhood, mother, family, country, and nation
simultaneously, it is drenched in the longing for a wholeness and unity no longer
accessible to those who left it. The foreign and the distant, therefore, form an
integral part of the concept of Heimat. […] [Froehlich’s film] Heimat is saturated
with the attraction of the exotic and the desire to go beyond the narrow boundaries
of Heimat. (109–10)

Heimat, then, seems to exist at least partially in the imaginary; it is a fetish, a reminder of
what once was and will likely never again be, a land where the lemons blossom, but only
in the mind. Yet, engagement with the foreign, either through leaving one’s Heimat or the
infiltration of literal and/or metaphorical foreign bodies into the Heimat, is seen as suspect,
as it disrupts the Heimat’s idealized sense of purity and innocence; as Blickle notes,
mobility “was treated with suspicious and associated with uncertainty, poverty, dishonesty,
or worse” (78).
Despite the fact that it has long been considered exclusionary, Heimat continues to
hold resonance in the twenty-first century, as German-speaking individuals reckon with its
discontents in a transnational world. The introductory blurb to the December 2016 Der
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Spiegel-Wissen54 volume summarizes the complex set of emotions contemporary Germans
experience with regard to this term:

Eine Heimat zu haben, zu wissen, woher man kommt, wo man sich akzeptiert und
sicher fühlt, gehört zu den Grundbedürfnissen des Menschen. In Deutschland, wo
mehr als 70 Jahre nach dem völkischen Wahn der Nationalsozialisten gerade wieder
rechte Ideologen dumpfe Parolen schreien, wollen viele – auch junge – Menschen
wissen, welches Gefühl der Verbundenheit zu einer modernen Gesellschaft passt.
Wie lässt sich die innere Distanz zu Deutschland, wie das schlechte Gewissen, das
Deutsche wegen des Holocausts oft gerade im Ausland deutlich spüren, mit neuer
Heimatliebe vereinbaren? Wie trennt man eine private Sehnsucht nach
Zugehörigkeit, Wärme und Wurzeln von den Versuchen, daraus eine kollektive
politische Identität zu formen, die andere Menschen ausschließt?
(“Hausmitteilung”)

To have a Heimat, to know one’s origins, the place where one feels accepted and
safe, is a fundamental human right. In Germany, where, more than seventy years
after the ethnic-nationalist mania of the Nazis, right-wing ideologues scream their
musty slogans once again, many people, especially young people, wonder what
feeling of attachment fits within a modern society. How does one reconcile the
sense of inner distance to Germany––and the guilty conscience that Germans have
due to the Holocaust, particularly when abroad––with a new love for the Heimat?
How does one separate the private desire for belonging, warmth, and roots from the
attempts to form a collective political identity thereof that excludes others?

Whereas this blurb seems problematically to take for granted that the subject seeking the
fulfillment of this “private desire” will not be part of the group of “others” being excluded,
Fatma Aydemir and Hengameh Yaghoobifarah, editors of the critical essay collection Eure

54

Der Spiegel publishes six special theme issues per year.
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Heimat ist unser Albtraum (2019) [Your Heimat is Our Nightmare] write from this “other”
perspective:

»Heimat« hat in Deutschland nie einen realen Ort, sondern schon immer die
Sehnsucht nach einem bestimmten Ideal beschrieben: einer homogenen,
christlichen weißen Gesellschaft, in der Männer das Sagen haben, Frauen sich vor
allem ums Kinderkriegen kümmern und andere Lebensrealitäten schlicht nicht
vorkommen. (“Vorwort”)

In Germany, “Heimat” never described a real place but rather always the
desire for a particular ideal: a homogenous, Christian, white society in which men
have the say and women mostly busy themselves with bearing children, where other
realities of life simply do not exist.

The editors note that the impetus for their volume was the installation of the so-called
“Heimatministeriums,” an office that used to be titled simply “Bundesministerium des
Inneren” [Federal Ministry of the Interior] and has, since 2018, been renamed
“Bundesministerium des Inneren, für Bau und Heimat,” [Federal Ministry of the Interior,
for Building and Heimat], a change that many have interpreted as being ideologically antiimmigrant and anti-refugee (“Vorwort”). Though the world is becoming increasingly
transnational, one’s place of origin continues to be an important component of
identification and self-identity within German-language culture. Indeed, Blickle argues
that the concept, which is so deeply embedded in German-language conceptualizations of
space, “will continue to play a significant role in the constructions of self, identity, and
meaning in public, as well as private, spheres” in contemporary and future accounts (6). In
fact, leaving Germany often occasions the need for reflection on the Heimat, as seen in the
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German-American writer and artist Nora Krug’s intimate graphic memoir, which she
published in German and American English versions titled Heimat, ein deutsches
Familienalbum and Belonging: A German Reckons with History and Home (both 2018)
respectively. Although she tries to suppress this feeling of longing, it is not possible. She
writes:
Egal wie genau ich hinsehe – das nagende Unbehagen in mir will nicht
verschwinden. Vielleicht kann ich meine verlorene Heimat nur wiedergewinnen,
indem ich zurückblicke, indem ich gezielte Fragen stelle und zu den Heimatorten
meiner Eltern zurückkehre, indem ich meine Kindheit aufsuche, mich auf den Weg
zum Anfang mache, den Brotkrumen folge und darauf hoffe, dass sie mich nach
Hause führen. (54)

No matter how hard I look, a nagging sense of unease won’t disappear. Perhaps the
only way to find the HEIMAT that I’ve lost is to look back; to move beyond the
abstract shame and ask those questions that are really difficult to ask – about my
own hometown, about my father’s and my mother’s families. To make my way
back to the towns where each of them is from. To return to my childhood, go back
to the beginning, follow the bread crumbs, and hope they’ll lead the way home.
(46)

The search for the missing Heimat leads the transnational Krug back, not only spatially,
but also temporally, to her childhood, a theme to which we return a bit later on in this
section. Gabriele Eichmanns argues that it is precisely because of the instability of
contemporary life combined with “the urge to become a citizen of the world” that we do
not reject the notion of Heimat, but rather, “long again for a mythical space of innocence
that Heimat appears to imply” (2). In the globalized twenty-first century:
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Heimat encompasses all we are longing for in a world of uncertainties. Heimat is
the refuge we return to amidst the turmoil and confusion of everyday life, a
secularized religion in a seemingly secularized world.
Consequently, Heimat has continued relevance for Germans and the study
of German culture. Yet it is not the traditional concept of Heimat with its emphasis
on stasis, location and exclusionary practices but home as a hybrid, closely linked
with departure, mobility and global influences Heimat is turned from a stationary
into an itinerant entity. (Eichmanns 2)

Similarly, in her article “New Places, New Identities: The (Ever) Changing Concept of
Heimat,” Uta Larkey describes a new paradigm of contemporary cultural artefacts that
“address the loss of and search for Heimat (home) as a fluid idea, as a striving for identity
in a global world” (24). She argues that while the “Fremde,” has been long considered
Heimat’s “traditionally constructed opposite,” “in the second half of the twentieth century
the concept has shifted to include identity, reflection and self-reflection, the loss of Heimat,
and even multiple Heimaten” (24). Taken together, Eichmanns and Larkey propose an
expanded and revised definition of Heimat to include the multiplicity and tensions of
contemporary diasporic, migrant, exilic, and multicultural experiences and identities.
In one of the most cited and significant works on the experience of exile, Edward
Said, himself an exile, writes that “exile, unlike nationalism, is fundamentally a
discontinuous state of being. Exiles are cut off from their roots, their land, their past” (140).
Though Said does not use this term, his description of this entity as simultaneously made
up of one’s “roots,” “land,” and “past” echoes definitions of Heimat recounted above, and
the exile’s loss of them, Heimatverlust, creates the sense of isolation, an untethering that
can become Heimatlosigkeit. Said warns against romanticizing exile, against thinking we
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have understood it merely by reading about it, and against considering it a potentially
positive force for humanity:

On the twentieth-century scale, exile is neither aesthetically nor humanistically
comprehensible: at most the literature about exile objectifies an anguish and a
predicament most people rarely experience first hand; but to think of the exile
informing this literature as beneficially humanistic is to banalize its mutilations, the
losses it inflicts on those who suffer them, the muteness with which it responds to
any attempt to understand it as ‘good for us.’ Is it not true that the views of exile in
literature and, moreover, in religion obscure what is truly horrendous: that exile is
irremediably secular and unbearably historical; that it is produced by human beings
for other human beings; and that, like death but without death’s ultimate mercy, it
has torn millions of people from the nourishment of tradition, family and
geography? (Said 138)

The experience of transnational exile Said describes was so common throughout the
twentieth century due to social, political, economic, and religious tensions, that it has been
dubbed “the century of the refugee” (Kröger 8). Tragically, it appears that there has been
little positive development in terms of reducing displacement in recent years: “the refugee
has already become the paradigmatic figure of the twenty-first century” (Dogramaci and
Otto 15). In terms of displaced children in particular, UNICEF reported in 2016 that “nearly
50 million children have migrated across borders or been forcibly displaced – and that’s a
conservative estimate,” and one in every 200 children worldwide is a refugee (“Uprooted:
The Growing Crisis for Refugee and Migrant Children”). Amidst the overwhelming
numbers, Dogramaci and Otto underscore the importance of “nuance in terms – refugee,
economic migrant, displaced person, diaspora member – which are so helpful in parsing
and comprehending why people have moved from one place to another” (15), while
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Schreckenberger, writing on Keun's novel, cites James Clifford, who uses the term “travel”
inclusively, “subsuming experiences like exile, immigration, migration or other collective
experiences of deterritorialization or displacement” specifically to allow aspects that
contribute to the protagonist's family's “lack of self-determination” (315), and also notes
that in contrast to travel “with its implied destination, exile is characterized by the
impossibility of arriving” (316).
While it is certainly true that writers in the German language today, particularly
those of hyphenated, migrant, bi/multi-national heritage or experience, continue to broaden
and redefine centuries-old notions of Heimat, their situatedness within German culture at
large forces them to contend with limitations imposed by the traditional understanding of
the term. Work on these issues must also remain vigilant of the real-life challenges faced
by migrants, refugees, and exiled individuals, whose safety, stability, and access to services
are greatly shaped by their citizenship status and nationality, and for whom romanticized
notions of borderlessness and transnational cosmopolitanism may not correspond with their
lived experiences of precarity, fear, violence, loss of homeland, and/or lack of acceptance
in their host culture/s.
The opening example of Mignon attunes us to the juncture of childhood/youth and
Heimat, which is both of great significance for my argument and, indeed, for historical and
popular contemporary notions of Heimat. Scholars have attended to both the spatial aspects
of Heimat, as discussed above, and “the temporal aspect––often associated with childhood
and youth” (Larkey 24), due to the status of Heimat as “an imaginary space of innocence
projected onto real geographical sites” (Blickle 130). This understanding of one’s Heimat
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as closely tied to childhood experiences and memories is especially important for the
present study; while adults may reflect on their childhood experiences and memories as a
process of evolving attitudes towards the Heimat (ranging from nostalgia, alienation,
disappointment, desire to return, and others), as the young protagonists presented by Kafka,
Keun, and Vertlib are already experiencing dynamic and instable relationships to their
Heimat, they provide an interesting case study. Yet, again, it is also important not to
romanticize the experience of the loss of or disillusionment with the Heimat, which often
stems from trauma, violence, and political instability. As Marianne Kröger notes in her
2004 article “Chile Exiles: A New Research Area?”:

Even today, child refugees still suffer abuse in many states. This applies
also to the German Federal Republic as a reception country. Self-evidently, exile
studies should concern themselves with opposing persecution in the present and
with the creation of humane asylum conditions, since such studies reveal the
pressures to which exile children and adolescents are subjected. Exile is neither an
unalterable accompaniment of the modern age, and therefore to be seen as preordained, nor is it a metaphor for universal human existential sensitivity. Rather it
is an injustice attributable to the constellation of political power. (9)

She continues that, already starting at the age of 16, refugee minors in Germany are
“considered legally responsible and handled as adults,” unlike German citizens at that age
(Kröger 9). The material realities of a precarious existence during these formative years
creates lasting impacts on the young protagonists analyzed in this chapter and puts them at
risk for continued instability and unpredictability in adulthood. Their mobility at this young
age––however controlled it may be by things out of their control, such as borders, adults,
or politics)––destabilizes the idea of childhood as an idyllic time spent within the safety of
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the Heimat. Their early experiences of detachment, disenfranchisement, and
disillusionment trouble the notion of Heimat to its core. Here, too, Blickle provides
guidance in his claim that Heimat’s function within this apparently innocent and
unperturbed realm before the onset of the complications of adulthood proves that “Heimat
is not childhood itself. It is that which is seen to lie in childhood from an adult point of
view” (131). This insight underscores the tensions between adult and child perspectives,
both diegetic and narratorial, within the narratives in question. Heimat is thus a projection
of the adult’s idealized past, childhood self and the pure and safe space in which it took
place. When the bubble of the Heimat bursts at a young age, however, the adult may have
no idealized space onto which to project his or her memories. While for some, these
memories may be nostalgic, other child protagonists may hold many painful associations
with their homelands, the cultural traditions practiced there, the persecution that forced
them to leave it, and/or the nostalgia for the time before the experience of Heimatverlust.
The struggle of losing the Heimat and of the resulting Heimatlosigkeit is an
important feature in all of the novels. As noted by the editors of Passagen des Exils /
Passages of Exile, the oft circuitous and sometimes dangerous journey that spans the time
one leaves one’s place of origin to the arrival at one’s destination has long been underresearched in favor of analyzing what it is bookended by: life prior to departure, which
may furnish reasons for why one leaves, and life upon arrival, which commonly narrates
the challenges of adapting and integrating (or not) to one’s host culture. In their
introduction, the editors pose the question, “wie lässt sich der Zwischenraum zwischen dort
und hier, der Heimat und der Fremde, der Vergangenheit und Zukunft, dem »Bereits« und
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»Noch nicht« in Bilder, Filme, Objekte und Texte fassen?” (Dogramaci and Otto 14) [how
is the space in between here and there, the Heimat and the foreign land, the past and the
future, the “already” and the “not yet” represented in images, films, objects, and texts?].
The experiences of all three protagonists largely occur in this in-between space and time;
much of the plot is dedicated to the act of traveling as well as activities to facilitate and
support it, such as securing travel documents, packing suitcases, looking for a place to stay,
etc. Moreover, in addition to being travel narratives, these novels can be described as what
Beverly Weber and Maria Stehle term “narratives of non-arrival” (75), as the protagonists’
arrivals are always and inevitably precarious and provisional, meaning that the journey is
not just part of their narratives, but, indeed, their entirety.

3.3. Transnational Girlhood and the Search for Heimat: Kully and/as Mignon
Irmgard Keun’s exile novel Kind aller Länder (1938) follows ten-year-old Kully’s
family’s endlessly meandering travels around Europe and the United States as they seek
safety and a reliable livelihood. In this section, I analyze key moments in both Goethe’s
and Keun’s novels to consider how access to the Heimat is mediated by factors such as
gender, age, and linguistic and migration background. Furthermore, I identify and analyze
what I believe to be subtle yet unmistakable intertextual references to Goethe’s novel that
paint Keun’s protagonist as a Mignon figure, further illuminating our understanding of how
Heimat operates in both texts in significant ways. As stated in the introduction to my study,
Keun’s novel cannot be considered a Bildungsroman; however, it is included due to the
way in which the presentation of a new version of this character from Goethe’s own
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Bildungsroman provides insight into the various power structures that control access to a
figure’s successful development. Over the past 224 years, Goethe’s Mignon has enjoyed
an enormous and outsize reception, immediately emerging as a key figure of the text,
despite her relatively marginal status. Though in Goethe’s novel, she dies in early
adolescence, she survives in what Terence Cave has described as her “exotic afterlives,”
with Doppelgängers popping up in unexpected places throughout European culture to this
day (2). However, among the dozens of Mignon figures Cave and other scholars have
analyzed across generic, formal, linguistic, and cultural boundaries, Irmgard Keun’s Kully
has, to my knowledge, never been mentioned. These hints of Keun’s engagement with
Goethe’s text are hidden in plain sight, but have likely gone unnoticed due to the alleged
lack of seriousness of her oeuvre. To briefly justify this comparison, it will be helpful to
note a few basic commonalities between Goethe’s and Keun’s characters: both are young
girls who are forced to leave their places of origin due to their fathers’ need to flee
persecution for societal transgressions. The girls’ transnational trajectories cause them to
grow up speaking a mix of different languages to varying levels of proficiency, while their
precarity is the result of neglect at the hands of those entrusted with their care. These
similarities alone would merit Kully’s inclusion on the Mignon family tree, but further
examples later on will add more intrigue to this comparison.
My analysis takes as its starting point a moment in Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre
that has captured the imagination of countless writers, composers, and visual artists:
Mignon’s first song to Wilhelm, which was analyzed in the introductory section of this
chapter. However, what I did not include above was an analysis of the narratological
224

context in which this song is presented. Further complicating matters of agency and much
overlooked in the scholarship, is that the description of Mignon’s Heimat to which the
reader has access is not Mignon’s own words, but rather, Wilhelm’s translation of her song.
The poetic text, appearing in grammatically correct and lyrical German, is the result of
Wilhelm’s own painstaking act of translation, a narrative conceit that, as Cave points out,
makes us “even more tantalizingly aware that we can never hear Mignon herself, only
imagine her” (17). As Robert Stockhammer points out, the fact that Wilhelm asks Mignon
if she is singing about Italy suggests that her song is macaronic, employing a mix of various
languages, because if she had been singing only in Italian, it would have been clear that
this country was the origin of her song (287). Wilhelm has trouble understanding Mignon’s
language, having her repeat the phrases again and again. He makes her comprehensible––
thus simplifying her complexity—which furthers his own aesthetic enjoyment. Her own
multilingual, melancholic Heimat conception becomes a monolingual artwork shaped by
an adult man’s hands, and which loses, as the narrator bemoans, its innocent, childish
charm. His translation act is described as “nur von ferne nachahmen” (Goethe 139)
[“imitate only from afar” (“Vol. I” 230)] adding figurative distance between her song as
she performs it and his interpretation of it. Cave describes her song as a “disembodied voice
of an obscure suffering and of yearning (Sehnsucht) for a lost homeland” (15); if it is
disembodied, then Wilhelm grounds it in his patriarchal act. Her Heimat is thus not just
mediated, it’s hypermediated. It is no longer a composite of Mignon’s memory of her past
and fantasy of her future; it is no longer an unanswerable question posed to an interlocutor;
it is linguistically and aesthetically domesticated, a mappable location Wilhelm can and
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does visit in the novel’s sequel, Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre (1821; 1829) [Wilhelm
Meister’s Journeyman Years]––years after the ultimately undomesticatable Mignon’s
death. Therefore, Mignon’s meeting with Wilhelm, who treats her with kindness and care,
provides the first opportunity to imagine a return to the Heimat; her access to her Heimat,
and even her aesthetic articulation of it, is necessarily mediated by an adult who is also
male and of a certain social status.
Due to the prominence of Mignon’s songs in her reception history, Cave lists being
a singer as one of the characteristics that is commonly found among Mignon figures. In
Keun’s novel, Kully is not depicted as a singer except in one moment that I have not seen
analyzed in other scholarship. In the novel’s penultimate chapter, Kully and her father
briefly reside in New York City. One night, she wanders unaccompanied around the city
and gets lost:

Leider wusste ich nicht mehr, wo ich wohnte, ich wusste kaum noch, wie
ich hieß. Darum konnte ich kein Auto anhalten und es bitten, mich nach Hause zu
fahren.
Früher hatte ich so ’was schon mal getan.
Ich wollte ein Vogel aus Flieder werden, und wurde es auch und schwebte
zwischen den steinernen Riesenhäusern, meine Federn waren aus Flieder, ich sang
und zwitscherte Lieder eines Vogels. Das hat sich so schön angehört, ich sang
immer lauter. Einmal hob mich ein Schutzmann auf. Er verstand nicht, dass ich ein
singender schwebender Vogel war.
Er mochte mein Singen nicht.
Aber ich hatte ja gar nicht gesungen, der Fliedervogel hatte gesungen und
geduftet.
Ich war nicht mehr da, als der Schutzmann mich aufhob, aber wie ich dann
wieder da war, konnte ich ihm meinen Vater und unser Hotel beschreiben. Er hat
mich an der Hand geführt später. Er war gut zu mir.
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Und weil wir gerade daran vorbeikamen, hat er mir das Empire State
Building gezeigt, das höchste Haus von New York. Wir standen davor. Ich konnte
von unten aus nicht sehen, wo es oben zu Ende war.
Später war ich mal oben, da konnte ich alles sehen. Jetzt verstehe ich, dass
viele Menschen immer davon sprechen, dass sie »oben« sein wollen, man sieht ja
viel mehr, wenn man oben ist.
Der Schutzmann fragte mich auch gleich: How do you like America?
»Ja«, habe ich gesagt, und ehe ich einschlief, trug er mich wieder.
Und er hat mir freundlich verboten, noch einmal in New York zu singen.
Ich konnte ihm erklären, dass ich nicht für Geld singen wollte und nichts
dafür konnte, dass es sich so abscheulich anhörte. Aber wie sollte ich denn erklären,
dass etwas anderes gesungen hatte als ich. Warum fand ich es denn so schön?
Warum fanden denn alle anderen es so hässlich? Jetzt singe ich nie mehr. (189–90)

Unfortunately I couldn’t remember where I was staying, I barely knew my
name. That’s why I couldn’t stop a car and ask the driver to take me home.
I had done that kind of thing before.
I wanted to be a bird made out of lilac, and I became one and fluttered
between the giant stone houses. My feathers were lilac, and I sang and twittered
little birdsongs. It was so pretty to listen to, I sang louder and louder. All at once a
policeman grabbed me. He completely failed to understand that I was a fluttering
songbird.
He didn’t even like my singing.
But it hadn’t been me singing; it was the lilac bird singing and wafting scent.
I really wasn’t myself at the moment the policeman picked me up, but later
on I was able to describe my father and our hotel to him. He led me by the hand,
and was quite nice to me.
As we happened to be passing it, he pointed out the Empire State Building
to me, which is the tallest building in New York. We stood at the foot of it, and
looked up, and I couldn’t even see the top.
Afterwards I went up there once, and then I could see everything. Now I
understand why people are always talking about ‘making it to the top’ – you can
see so much more from up there.
And the policeman duly asked me: ‘How do you like America?’
‘Yes,’ I said, and before I fell asleep, he was carrying me again.
And he kindly warned me not to sing again while I was in New York.
I could explain to him that I wasn’t singing for money, and that it wasn’t
my fault that it sounded so horrible. But how could I explain to him that someone
other than myself had been doing the singing? Why did I like it so much? And why
did everyone else think it was horrible? Now I’m never going to sing again. (161–
62)
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I read this scene as a parody of Goethe’s portrayal of Mignon’s first song. In Keun’s
version, Kully is unable to find her way home and sings to cope with her fear. We should
recall here that Kully says she can barely remember her own name, and that Mignon is
actually Goethe’s character’s nickname––her birth name is never revealed and Mignon
herself doesn’t know it. Yet, unlike Mignon’s ethereal voice, Kully’s voice is not
appreciated by her listener. The man who finds her and brings her home is not called her
“Beschützer” [protector] as in the Goethe text, but rather the “Schutzmann” [guard]. In a
moment of near communication, the man asks her in English “How do you like America”
to which she replies “Ja,” portraying a linguistic misunderstanding of the sort between
Wilhelm and Mignon but in a humorous way. The foggy mountain top of Mignon’s song
has been replaced by the hidden peak of the Empire State Building. Kully tries to
distinguish between her animalistic state, possessed as she claims to be by a song that
emerges from the bird she has become, bringing to mind Mignon’s feral qualities. Kully
understands that she should not be attempting to make money off of her singing but rather
sings sheerly for her own aesthetic enjoyment. Unlike Wilhelm, the Schutzmann does not
attempt to understand Kully’s song, but rather discourages her from singing anymore. In a
reversal of the outcome of the Goethe text, the result of the song is that Kully does not sing
again. Nevertheless, it is the Schutzmann’s intervention that allows her to find her way
back home––or, at least, back to the hotel in which she temporarily resides. The novel’s
brief final chapter can be read as a continuation of her conversation with the Schutzmann,
though her interlocutor is someone known merely as “an old man”:
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JETZT SIND WIR ja alle wieder zusammen in Amsterdam, und einmal werden wir
auch wieder zusammen woanders sein.
»Hast du nie Heimweh?«, fragte mich ein alter Mann, und ich wusste zuerst
nicht, was er meinte. Er hat es mir erklärt. Manchmal habe ich Heimweh, aber
immer nach einem anderen Land, das mir gerade einfällt. Manchmal denke ich an
die singenden Autobusse an der Cote d’Azur, an eine Wiese bei Salzburg, die ein
blaues Meer von Schwertlilien war, an die Weihnachtsbäume bei meiner
Großmutter, an die Slotmaschinen in New York, an die Riesenmuscheln in Virginia
und die Strohschlitten und den Schnee in Polen.
Ich möchte aber nirgends hin, wenn meine Mutter nicht dabei ist. Richtiges
Heimweh habe ich eigentlich nie. Und wenn mein Vater bei uns ist, schon gar nicht.
(213–14)

Now we’re all back in Amsterdam together, and one day we’ll all be together
somewhere else.
‘Do you never get homesick?’ an old man asked me, and first I didn’t know
what he meant. He explained.
I do sometimes get homesick, but it’s always for different places that I
happen to think of. Sometimes I’m thinking of the singing buses on the Côte
d’Azur, sometimes of a meadow near Salzburg that was a blue sea of gladioli, of
the Christmas trees at my grandmother’s house, of the slot machines in New York,
of the giant shells in Virginia, and the snow and sleighs carrying straw in Poland.
But I don’t want to go anywhere if my mother doesn’t come too. It seems I
don’t really get homesick then. And much less when my father’s with us too. (182–
83).

At first glance, Kully’s experience of Heimweh seems to be in complete defiance of the
longing for the Heimat defined by the Mignon trope. For one thing, Kully does not even
understand the concept of Heimweh until it is described to her by her interlocutor. Yet when
she does understand, she relates the feeling not to any one particular place, but rather to a
collection of snapshots, memories of objects and landscapes laden with affective weight,
each tied to a different locale. Her sense of Heimweh, and thus, her sense of Heimat, is not
limited to missing one location, but rather, to missing the feeling each place instills within
her, an inexplicable feeling of being home that can be felt most truly by its absence. If we
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approach this passage with the realization that Mignon’s own Heimat conception is, as
argued earlier, based on a set of affects related to both real and imagined images, and its
association with any one place is perhaps murkier than the location to which Wilhelm
conveniently ascribes to it, we might see that these two conceptions are more closely
related than they might first appear.
Our next comparison turns to an episode immediately preceding Mignon’s first
song, during which Wilhelm tells Mignon that he is planning to continue his journey, thus
leaving her behind.

Sie sah ihm in die Augen, die von verhaltenen Tränen blinkten, und kniete mit
Heftigkeit vor ihm nieder. Er behielt ihre Hände, sie legte ihr Haupt auf seine Kniee
und war ganz still. Er spielte mit ihren Haaren und war freundlich. Sie blieb lange
ruhig. Endlich fühlte er an ihr eine Art Zucken, das ganz sachte anfing und sich,
durch alle Glieder wachsend, verbreitete. – »Was ist dir, Mignon?« rief er aus, »was
ist dir?« – Sie richtete ihr Köpfchen auf und sah ihn an, fuhr auf einmal nach dem
Herzen, wie mit einer Gebärde, welche Schmerzen verbeißt. Er hob sie auf, und sie
fiel auf seinen Schoß; er drückte sie an sich und küßte sie. Sie antwortete durch
keinen Händedruck, durch keine Bewegung. Sie hielt ihr Herz fest, und auf einmal
tat sie einen Schrei, der mit krampfigen Bewegungen des Körpers begleitet war.
Sie fuhr auf und fiel auch sogleich wie an allen Gelenken gebrochen vor ihm nieder.
Es war ein gräßlicher Anblick! – »Mein Kind!« rief er aus, indem er sie aufhob und
fest umarmte, »mein Kind, was ist dir?« – Die Zuckung dauerte fort, die vom
Herzen sich den schlotternden Gliedern mitteilte; sie hing nur in seinen Armen. Er
schloß sie an sein Herz und benetzte sie mit seinen Tränen. (136–37)

She looked at his eyes, glistening with restrained tears; and knelt down with
vehemence before him. He kept her hands; she laid her head upon his knees and
remained quite still. He played with her hair, patted her, and spoke kindly to her.
She continued motionless for a considerable time. At last he felt a sort of palpitating
movement in her, which began softly, and then by degrees with increasing violence
diffused itself over all her frame. “What ails thee, Mignon?” cried he; “what ails
thee?” She raised her little head, looked at him, and all at once laid her hand upon
her heart, with the countenance of one repressing the utterance of pain. He raised
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her up, and she fell upon his breast; he pressed her towards him, and kissed her.
She replied not by any pressure of the hand, by any motion whatever. She held
firmly against her heart; and all at once gave a cry, which was accompanied by
spasmodic movements of the body. She started up, and immediately fell down
before him, as if broken in every joint. It was an excruciating moment! “My child!”
cried he, raising her up, and clasping her fast; “My child, what ails thee?” The
palpitations continued, spreading from the heart over all the lax and powerless
limbs; she was merely hanging in his arms.55 (“Vol. I.” 224-25)

The most important elements of this scene are Mignon’s tears and Wilhelm’s pulling her
onto his lap to comfort her in an act that has been variously described as fatherly and
erotic. In keeping with the examples discussed earlier, here, too, Keun employs humor to
reimagine Goethe’s pathos-heavy scenes to suit her own context. In this reworked scene,
Kully discusses her desire to write her father’s book for him, because he is so far behind
in his writing that the family will be forced to flee to another country again merely to
escape their piling debts. Yet she is disappointed to learn from her father’s agent, Herr
Krabbe, that children are not allowed to be writers:

»Können Kinder Romane schreiben, Herr Krabbe?«
»Nein. Aber die Leute, die Romane schreiben, sind Kinder.«
»Mein Vater ist doch kein Kind.« »Doch.«
»Aber das ist ja nicht wahr, mein Vater ist so groß wie Sie.«
»Größer.« »Herr Krabbe, hat denn noch nie ein Kind einen Roman geschrieben?«
»Nein.«
»Glauben Sie, dass ein artiges Kind, das sich Mühe gibt und fleißig ist, es kann?«
»Nein.« »Auch nicht, wenn es auf der Schreibmaschine übt, Herr Krabbe?«
»Nein. – Um Gottes willen, weine nicht – wie heißt du? Kully? Iss Nüsse, Kully,
trinke noch ein Orange- Juice, sei tapfer. Möchtest du Eis essen? Dein Kleid ist
wirklich wunderschön. Du bist ja schon so ein großes Mädchen, da kann man dich
gar nicht mehr auf den Schoß nehmen. Wann kommt denn deine Mutter, du musst
doch bald schlafen. Den Roman für deinen Vater kannst du jetzt noch nicht
55

The final sentence in the quoted Goethe passage is missing in Carlyle’s translation.
231

schreiben – den muss dein Vater selbst schreiben, vielleicht wird er ihn wirklich
bald abliefern.«
»Bestimmt, Herr Krabbe, es fehlen ihm ja nur noch zweihundert Seiten.«
»Ach Gott«, sagte Herr Krabbe. (66–67)

‘Can children write novels, Herr Krabbe?’
‘No. Even though people who set themselves to write novels are children.’
‘My father isn’t a child.’
‘Oh yes, he is.’
‘But that can’t be true. My father’s as tall as you.’
‘Taller.’
‘Herr Krabbe, is it really true that no child has ever written a novel?’
‘Yes.’
‘Do you think a well-behaved child could if she tried hard and applied herself?’
‘No.’
‘Not even if she practises on the typewriter?’
‘No – oh, for God’s sake, don’t cry – what’s your name again? Kully?
Here, eat some nuts, drink some more orangeade, be brave. What would you say
to some ice cream? Your dress is really very pretty. You’ve turned into such a big
girl, I can’t sit you on my lap any more. When will your mother come? I want to
go to bed. You can’t yet write a novel for your father – he’ll have to do it all by
himself, and maybe he really will deliver it soon.’
‘I’m sure he will, Herr Krabbe. He only needs another two hundred pages.’
‘Oh, my God,’ said Herr Krabbe. (55–57)

Kully’s outburst of tears and Krabbe’s inability to stave them off makes this scene
simultaneously sweet, sad, and funny. But it also points to the connection between financial
security and safety in the home. While Kully’s father seeks commissions in Warsaw, Kully
and her mother stay behind in Amsterdam, their temporary happy home, to convince
Krabbe that Kully’s father will be on track to publish his next book. Dressed in a white
dress––which also happens to be the sartorial choice of Mignon in her final song, to be
discussed below––Kully’s job is to appear both innocent and pathetic enough to keep
Krabbe from asking the tough questions. Instead, Kully takes it upon herself to try to fix
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matters, offering to write the book herself. When Krabbe tells her she cannot be the writer,
but has to leave this act for her father, the impact of his attempts to comfort the crying
Kully are limited; he tries to sooth her in increasingly infantilizing ways, first with his
words, and then confusingly, by trying to get her to eat or drink something. But the physical
act of pulling her onto his lap is a bridge too far because she’s too big. Kully is about ten
years old throughout the novel, whereas Mignon is about twelve or thirteen years old,
besetting Wilhelm’s fatherly act of comforting her on his lap with sexual overtones. The
reason for Kully’s emotional response is his rebuke of her desire to contribute to the family
business. Far from being art for art’s sake, literary production and its compensation are
matters of life and death to Kully’s family. Being able to stay in their current locale depends
on Kully’s father’s ability to fulfill his literary obligation, a task she cannot fulfill for him–
–despite the fact that her name is a homophone for “Kuli,” the German word for pen.
Indeed, when she later tries to help him with correspondence or transcribing the details of
meetings with potential patrons, her “help” often causes more confusion and missed
opportunities. The narrator in Goethe’s text may regret the loss of Mignon’s charming
child’s perspective, yet Wilhelm’s version of the song is the only one that is presented.
Krabbe may believe that all writers act like children, yet does not believe that children can
be writers. Just as Wilhelm must provide the firm aesthetic context of the written word to
shape Mignon’s Heimat conception, Kully’s father is the one whose writing is valued. Yet
it is important to note one critical difference between the narrative power of Mignon and
Kully; whereas Mignon is but a minor character of Wilhelm’s story, Kully is the
protagonist of her own tale told focalized through her own perspective and narrated in her
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own words. Her child’s eyes present an innocent and naïve perspective on a complex
historical moment, but are simultaneously not blinded by the lack of imagination plaguing
the adults around her. But despite her strong voice and increased sense of control over
telling her story, she does not control her own movements. Her agency remains on the level
of the narrative and does not extend to agency over her plot.
The final comparative example takes its cue from Mignon’s final song in which
she foreshadows her own death. She sings:

So laßt mich scheinen, bis ich werde,
Zieht mir das weiße Kleid nicht aus!
Ich eile von der schönen Erde
Hinab in jenes dunkle Haus.
Dort ruh’ ich eine kleine Stille,
Dann öffnet sich der frische Blick;
Ich lasse dann die reine Hülle,
Den Gürtel und den Kranz zurück.
Und jene himmlischen Gestalten
Sie fragen nicht nach Mann und Weib,
Und keine Kleider, keine Falten
Umgeben den verklärten Leib.
Zwar lebt’ ich ohne Sorg’ und Mühe,
Doch fühlt’ ich tiefen Schmerz genung.
Vor Kummer altert’ ich zu frühe;
Macht mich auf ewig wieder jung! (237)

Such let me seem, till such I be:
Take not my snow-white dress away!
Soon from this dreary earth I flee
Up to the glittering lands of day.
There first a little space I’ll rest,
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Then ope my eyes, with joyful mind;
In robes of lawn no longer drest,
This girdle and this garland left behind.
And those calm, shining Sons of Morn
They ask not touching maid or boy;
No robes, no garments there are worn;
The frame is purged from sin’s alloy.
Through life, ’tis true, I have not toil’d,
Yet anguish long my heart has wrung;
Untimely woe my cheek has spoil’d:
Make me again forever young. (“Vol. III” 150)

Meanwhile, the passage from Keun’s text comes through the first-person narrative
instance:

Erwachsene Leute wollten mir erzählen, dass man in den Himmel kommen kann.
Ich kann nicht leiden, wenn Menschen Kinder so dumm finden, dass sie
denken, die würden alles glauben. Welcher vernünftige Mensch würde denn noch
auf der Erde mit Sorgen und Ärger leben bleiben, wenn er im Himmel sein kann,
noch dazu ohne Geld? (118)

Grown-ups were trying to tell me how it’s possible to go to heaven. I hate it when
people have such a low opinion of children that they think they’ll believe anything
they’re told. What person in their right mind would stay in the world with worries
and strife if he could be in heaven instead, and it not even cost any money? (99)

Again, the comparison between Mignon and Kully may not be obvious. With her signature
humor and irreverence, Kully deconstructs the notion of heaven, which seems to be a world
away from Mignon’s emotional entreaty to death. Yet in essence, the two both imagine
heaven to be a place where one can escape from one’s troubles on earth once and for all.
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Their ceaseless homelessness and feeling of not belonging anywhere have made them both
old and weary at too young an age. Kully does not believe in heaven not because it seems
unrealistic to her, but because she does not understand why anyone would stay on earth if
living in heaven––rent free, no less!––were an option. Heaven is considered to be a
Christian’s final home; a common German translation of Philippians 3.20 asserts that
“unsere Heimat ist im Himmel,” [our Heimat is in heaven] (Weiß 147). An end to life
would mean an end to Kully’s existential anguish, and a final homecoming that would spell
the end to her transnational wanderings. These are quite dark thoughts for a 10 year old,
but their presentation within a humorous context have previously hidden their connection
to Mignon’s own death wish. The next section continues the analysis of Keun’s Kully to
further consider her family’s difficult status of homelessness in a Europe under siege by
the Nazis.

3.4.1 Precarity in Keun’s Third Reich: Heimatverlust and Heimatlosigkeit in the Nazi
Era
In addition to its resonances with Goethe’s text, from a thematic and historical
context, Keun’s novel prompts an exploration into how both the idealized concept of
Heimat was instrumentalized during the Nazi era and how the lived experience of the
Heimat was irrevocably altered for those who were forced to leave it and barred from
reentering due to political engagement or identificatory reasons. Kully’s family had to flee
Germany after her father’s books were been banned by the Nazis, a fate similar to the
author’s own; Keun’s books were banned in 1933 on grounds of immorality and she was
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subsequently forced to leave Germany, instigating her own four year odyssey before
eventually returning home under an assumed name and surviving the Second World War
and Nazi regime in hiding. As this section will show, the novel offers a case study of the
child’s experience of transnational homelessness despite her not fully understanding the
sociopolitical context surrounding their need to leave Germany. Displacement during the
Nazi era, during which the concept of Heimat continued to develop and was weaponized
to exclusionary and dangerous results, represents, at least in the German-language context,
“the most widely researched mass expulsion” (Kröger 8-9). As Strzelczyk notes, the
concept of Heimat had a great deal to do with the question of who belonged in Germany:

In 1938, the ruling National Socialists reshaped and tightened the
boundaries of the German Heimat, on the one hand by annexing Austria and
the incorporation of the Sudetenland and on the other by separating those
who belonged from those who did not by means of the Nuremberg racial
laws. […] The concept of Heimat played a crucial role both in the literature
and the public sphere of the Third Reich. […] Quests for a purified Heimat
legitimized plans for racial cleansing through elimination of foreign and
degenerate people as well as for territorial expansion as a form of Heimat
protection. (110)

The Nazis developed and utilized powerful spatial metaphors as part of their propaganda
campaign to justify the violent expansion of German territory, including the “Blut und
Boden” and “Lebensraum”3 ideologies (Eichmanns 1; Blickle 126). The expansion of the
borders of the Heimat and the forced removal and murder of those who did not match this
nationalist self-image were seen to fulfill the twin aims of nationalist self-preservation and
preservation of the Heimat. While statistics only exist as estimates, Kröger notes that some
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30,000 children under the age of 16 fled German-speaking regions of Europe from 19331939, many of whom traveled without an adult parent or guardian (9).
Kully’s family is, importantly, not Jewish, an immense privilege that will be
explored later in this chapter.56 They are, nevertheless, forced to flee because they do not
fit into this National Socialist ideal of who belongs in the Heimat. Helga Schreckenberger,
who provides a sound analysis of how “constitutive aspects of traveling, like class
privilege, means of conveyance, agents, frontiers, documents and gender” allow the novel
to “highlight[] the differences between the privileged voluntary travel of tourists and the
forced wanderings of refugees,” confusingly describes their trajectory as “[s]tarting out as
a voluntary decision to leave Nazi Germany” (313), whereas it becomes clear from the
context that the family, like Keun herself, had to leave Germany due to the father’s writing
not being in line with Nazi ideology, meaning he would be unable to practice his vocation
and was under threat of harm or arrest. From the book’s start, Kully recognizes the
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There were several stages of restricted mobility for Jews in the Third Reich. Although
“[f]rom 1933 until October 23, 1941, Nazi Germany pursued a policy of forced Jewish
emigration” and “[a]ntisemitic legislation and terror served to ‘encourage’ and ultimately
to compel hundreds of thousands of German Jews to leave,” the policies of would-be host
nations, including the United States, the U.K., and Canada, were increasingly restrictive in
order to make immigration nearly impossible (“Obstacles to Immigration”). The institution
of draconian bureaucratic processes, severe quotas, and excessive waiting periods in the
host countries, as well as the seizure of property from and taxation of Jewish refugees made
emigration from Germany and Austria practically untenable for many Jews; others who
did manage to escape to nearby countries soon came under the Nazi rule as the nation
expanded its borders (“Obstacles to Immigration”). On October 5, 1938, the passports of
all German Jews were declared invalid unless stamped with a red letter “J” denoting Jewish
faith (“Timeline of Events”). Thus, while the Nazi government did want Jews to leave the
German territories, its own actions as well as the responses of the international community
made it extremely difficult for Jews to find safe passage to another country.
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necessity of her family’s travels and describes her family’s transient lifestyle in a matterof-fact way. Of their situation, she reflects, “[w]ir sind in die allgemeine Freiheit
gewandert. Nach Deutschland gehen wir nie mehr zurück. Das brauchen wir auch nicht,
denn die Welt ist sehr groß” (8) [“We emigrated to find freedom. We’re never going to go
back to Germany. Anyway, we don’t need to, because the world is a very big place” (5)].
The lack of sentimentality she displays suggests that a preference for the “allgemeine
Freiheit” to the limiting constraints of the Heimat, Germany. The young protagonist
describes her family’s journey as haphazard or arbitrary, reflecting, “[e]s ist uns ja ganz
egal, wohin wir fahren, wir müssen nur in einem Land sein” (718) [“We really don’t mind
where we go, so long as it’s inside some country or other” (62)]. While there are economic,
political, and social factors that shape the decisions behind where the family moves next,
Kully’s reflection betrays that the greatest goal is simply to leave Germany––leaving
behind the dangers of her father’s political oppression and the war that seems to loom,
inevitable, in the near future. The family’s philosophy as described by Kully is reminiscent
of that of the protagonist of Kafka’s short tale “Der Aufbruch” (posth. 1936) [The
Departure] who declares: “›Weg-von-hier‹ das ist mein Ziel.«” [Away from here—that’s
my goal]. Ironically, their exile is a form of freedom.
However, there are also serious problems that arise from the family’s transnational
nomadism, and Kully seems acutely aware of the dangers and literal and symbolic costs of
their state of transnational homelessness. As Schreckenberger aptly describes, this neverending journey “highlights the precarious political and economic situation of the emigrated
family, their lack of self-determination, and the psychological price of permanent
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deterritorialization” (315). Kully acknowledges that people who leave their homelands
must leave behind everything, bemoaning that it is “dumm, dass man aus solchen Ländern
immer nur sich selbst mitnehmen darf und keine Häuser und kein Geld” (455-456) [“The
silly thing is that when you run away from those countries, you have to go as you are, you
can’t take your house or your money with you” (40)]. While the family is lucky to have
left Germany alive, their lives on the run are defined by a state of constant precarity. Kully’s
narration does not seek to romanticize the family’s nomadism; rather, travel is distilled to
its quotidian difficulties, its boredom, its resulting burnout. Far from being portrayed as an
adventurous game, as one might expect from a child’s perspective, through Kully’s eyes,
the reader is shown the sobering reality of how travel was “immer furchtbar schwer für
uns” (25) [“always terribly hard [for us]” (20)] and revolved around a perpetual state of
waiting for harm to befall them: “[j]etzt sind wir in Brüssel und warten wieder auf meinen
Vater. So ist unser Leben” (25) [Now we’re in Brussels, waiting for my father. That’s what
our life is like” (20)]. These descriptions about the difficulty of their transnational journey
greatly outnumber the typical associations of excitement and adventure that accompany
travel under less arduous circumstances––travel that allows for and necessitates a return.
Schreckenberger reads Kully’s family’s experiences as an example of how the
“difference between traveler and immigrant is clearly marked. For the traveler, the
temporal limits on visa and residency are inconsequential […] For the immigrant, such
restrictions can be life threatening” (316). Yet freedom of travel includes not only safe
entry but also safe exit. As Kully reflects: “[k]aum, daß wir in einer Stadt angekommen
sind, haben wir auch schon schreckliche Angst, daß wir nie wieder fortkommen werden,”
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(113) [“No sooner have we arrived in a city than we feel this terrible panic we may never
be able to leave” (107)]. Schreckenberger aptly characterizes this description of the
experience of travel as not teleological, but rather “an escape from economical and political
pressures and thus […] static and circular” (316). This constant need to seek out a new
place to live places an undue burden on the young child.
The lack of spatial permanence they experience causes the family to fall into a
sense of timelessness in which customary markers of the passage of time such as important
dates start to lose meaning:

Wir vergessen oft, wie lange wir aus Deutschland fort sind, in welchem Jahr wir
leben. Eines Tages werden wir auch unsere Geburtstage vergessen und nicht mehr
wissen, wie alt wir sind.
Wir wissen auch oft gar nicht, wie lange wir an einem Ort sind. Das erfahren
wir nur auf unangenehme Art durch die Hotelrechnung. Es stellt sich dann immer
heraus, dass wir länger in dem Hotel waren, als wir dachten. (176).

We often lose track of how long we’ve been gone from Germany, and what
year it is. One day we’ll forget our birthdays, and then we won’t know how old we
are.
Often we have no idea how long we’ve spent in a place. There’s only one
unpleasant way of finding out, which is via the hotel bill. Then it always turns out
we’ve been there much longer than we thought. (150)

The forgetfulness Kully describes points toward the disconnectedness and rootlessness the
family experiences on this endless journey. It seems that this loss of a sense of time is
directly related to leaving Germany, as though leaving the Heimat also means losing one's
temporal orientation. Their only reminders of the passage of time are material––the hotel
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bills piling up––and symbolic––the fleeting validity of their travel documents. The surprise
they experience when they are informed that they actually spent more time at a given
location than they had realized indicates their lack of feeling at home in these provisional
spaces; their inability to make a new and permanent home brings about a bitter realization
of their own disposable and transactional positioning within a hotel that is not a
replacement for a home, and certainly not for the Heimat.
As the novel progresses and the political situation becomes more dire, the
family’s mobility becomes increasingly restricted, causing the family to overstay its
welcome in relatively friendly (and non-occupied) host countries. These conditions cause
both material hardship and add to the nuclear family’s separation from their relatives. Two
examples of this, below, show how the German Heimat begins to encroach on the Austrian
Heimat and how these spaces, ironically, also become inhospitable to German citizens in
exile:

Jetzt können wir nicht mehr nach Wien zum Onkel Pius, weil die deutsche
Regierung alles besetzt hat. […] Mein Vater sagt, die deutsche Regierung sperre
Menschen ein, ohne dass sie gestohlen haben. In solchen Ländern leben dann die
Menschen nicht gern. (47)

Now we can’t go back to see Uncle Pius or Vienna, because the German
government has occupied it all. […] My father says the German government locked
people up who didn’t even steal anything. Who would want to live in a country like
that? (40)

Wir können auch nie mehr nach Salzburg zu den Mänteln, weil da jetzt auch eine
neue gefährliche Regierung ist. (86)
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And now we can’t go back to Salzburg to pick up our coats, because there’s a
dangerous new regime in power. (74)

Whereas Kully and her parents had been forced to leave Germany and experience exile,
here she is exposed to the idea of being forcibly held within one’s country, such as in the
cases of her Uncle Pius and her grandmother, both of whom would like to flee but are
unable, due to what they would be forced to leave behind. The imprisonment (“einsperren”)
Kully describes may refer to either a literal prison where political enemies or ‘degenerates’
may have been held as punishment, or the prison of Germany itself. Although exile is
portrayed as a never-ending series of precarious events, the reality of staying within the
Heimat is not necessarily less precarious, particularly for family members of those who
were forced to leave. Many people did desire to leave the Third Reich but were unable to
escape due to a variety of factors, including, but not limited to financial, political, social,
familial, and identarian. In Kully’s grandmother’s case, her association with her exiled
family endangered her, even if she was not active in resistance to Nazi policies. Thus,
despite the appropriation and increased significance of the concept of the Heimat in
conjunction with notions of the Fatherland and spatial metaphors of nationalistic
expansion,

the
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Germans
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excommunicated/disenfranchised former Germans, flipped on its head; the longed for site
of return becomes the site of terror, forced allegiance, and death. While I have focused in
my analyses of the texts in this chapter on the impact that youth has on one’s relationship
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to and access to the Heimat, it is also important to recognize that Kully’s grandmother’s
old age was a factor in her decision to stay in Germany.
Meanwhile, the nuclear family continues to experience bureaucratic rejection of
each country in which they attempt to settle. When her father goes on his seemingly endless
journeys around Europe in an attempt to secure writing work and patronage, Kully and her
mother are sometimes forced to stay behind, dividing the family. Kully describes herself
and her mother as remaining in the hotel in a different country “als Pfand zurück, und mein
Vater sagt: wir hätten einen höheren Versatzwert als Diamanten und Pelze” (31) [“We are
left behind as surety, and my father says we’ve got as much riding on us as if we’d been
fur coats or diamonds” (3)]. Though they embody a metaphorical wealth in the eyes of the
father/husband, and act as collateral in his bargains and gambles, they have no money of
their own, causing Kully and her mother to struggle to get by:

Wir wagen auch kaum noch, ins Restaurant zu gehen, meine Mutter und
ich. Doch bleibt uns nichts anderes übrig, wenn wir nicht verhungern wollen. Denn
wir haben keinen Franc mehr und können uns keinen billigen Käse kaufen, keinen
Apfel und kein Brot, um heimlich im Zimmer zu essen.
Alles Geld hat mein Vater mitgenommen auf die Reise nach Prag. (6)

We hardly dare go to the restaurant any more, Mama and me. But there’s
nowhere else we can go, if we’re not to starve. Because we haven’t got a single
franc left, and can’t afford to buy any more cheap cheese or apples or bread to sneak
up to our room.
My father took all our money with him on his journey to Prague. (4)
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The family dynamics are codified through a gendered division of access to finances that is
complicated by the father’s competing desires: to fulfill his role as sole breadwinner
through his artistic practice and to pursue his pathologically decadent predilections––
drinking the priciest spirits all through the night, eating multi-course meals at expensive
restaurants, and preferring only the finest accommodations. Both his dedication to the life
of an artist and his penchant for debauchery stand in complete denial or defiance of his
financial insecurity and responsibilities to his family, yet seem to be performed in the guise
of caring for the very same. He spends his income before ever having received it, racking
up debt upon debt until the family is forced to leave the city or even the country so as to
avoid repayment. As Kully describes it:

Mein Vater bekommt hauptsächlich Geld für seine Bücher aus Holland,
aber das hat wenig Sinn, weil das Geld von ihm schon ausgegeben ist, bevor es
ankommt. Darum sagt mein Vater, es müssen andere Verbindungen und Quellen
gesucht werden.
Meine Mutter und ich sind meinem Vater eine Last, aber da er uns nun mal
hat, will er uns auch behalten (8)

Most of my father’s money from books is in Holland, but that’s almost
irrelevant, because he’s usually spent it before it arrives. So my father says he has
to come up with other connections and sources of money. My mother and I are a
burden on my father, but seeing as he’s got us, he means to keep us. (6)

In the German, the use of “[m]ein Vater” and “seine Bücher” marks the money as solely
his rather than part of a communal family pot; the passivity of “schon ausgegeben ist”
seems to somewhat excuse the result of the behavior, whereas including “von ihm”
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underscores his personal culpability, adding a sardonic and humorous undertone to her
worrisome description. The repetition of “kommt” embedded in “bekommt” and
“ankommt” ironically points out the father’s constant need to leave the family because “es
müssen andere Verbindungen und Quellen gesucht werden.” When Kully reveals that she
and her mother are a burden, it is unclear if these words are aped from her father or if they
are her own observations.
It does become clear, though, that the burden of fulfilling familial responsibilities
affects the artistic process itself: “Mein Vater schreibt für unseren Lebensunterhalt. In
Ostende hat er ein neues Buch geschrieben, das aber nicht fertig geworden ist, weil wir so
viel Sorgen hatten” (10) [“My father writes for our living. In Ostende he was working on
a new book, but he couldn’t finish it, because we had too many worries” (7)]. Therefore,
the stress of relying on writing for one’s livelihood but of not being able to write due to the
stress thereof becomes a vicious cycle. Schreckenberger compellingly argues that Keun
“dispels the myth of the creative possibility which the experience of exile offers to the
artists by foregrounding the economic realities of the situation” (318). Unfortunately, it
does not seem that the father is willing or able to seek out more permanent sources of
income, choose a non-creative line of work, or budget his income to allow for greater
stability; rather, he gets further and further in the hole. Kully, meanwhile, continues to act
as human collateral when he leaves her behind, causing her to wonder “wie viel in diesem
Restaurant alles gekostet hat und ob es mit einem ungezogenen Kind zu bezahlen wäre”
and “[w]ie lange muss ein Kind still sitzen, damit eine Rechnung bezahlt ist?” (15; 16) [“I
wondered what everything cost in the restaurant, and whether one naughty girl would be
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enough to pay for it”; How long does a child have to sit still for in order to pay a bill?” (12;
13)]. Kully shows the self-awareness she has accumulated, perhaps ahead of the
developmental curve, but with tragic consequences; she considers her worth in financial,
material terms, and, due to other adult figures who express their good fortune at being
childless right in front of her (“Gott sei Dank, dass wir keine Kinder haben” (16); [“Thank
God we don’t have any children ourselves” (12)]), she learns how much harder her mere
existence makes the situation for her parents.
In the midst of her own dehumanization by the process of obtaining permission to
travel across borders and through her treatment by the adults in her intimate proximity,
Kully shows resilience and adaptability, characteristics she attributes to her youth. She
describes what she perceives as her father’s misunderstanding of transcultural, multilingual
adapting, and contrasts her own as such:

Er [Vater] sagte, die ganze Familie würde durch mich untergehen und ich
müsste doppelt und dreifach artig sein, um mich in ein fremdes Land gut
einzuführen. Ich weiß aber, dass man sich als Kind viel besser in ein fremdes Land
einführt, wenn man nicht so furchtbar artig ist. Das können die Erwachsenen
natürlich nicht wissen, weil sie ja nicht mit fremdländischen Kindern spielen (12–
13).

He said I would be the ruin of the whole family, and it was up to me to be
twice and thrice as good, so that I made a good impression in a foreign country.
Even though I know you make a much better impression in a foreign country if you
aren’t so terribly good. But of course grown-ups aren’t going to know that, because
they don’t spend their time playing with foreign children. (10)
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The juxtaposition of “[e]r sagte” [“he said”] and “[i]ch weiß, aber” [“even though I know”]
underscores her confidence in her self-knowledge and knowledge of the world while
disagreeing with her father’s opinion. She enjoys the advantage of being a child and that
making her more adaptable and even more knowledgeable of her own adaptability than an
adult is at his/her own lack thereof. As she puts it, the crux of a child’s adaptability is
twofold: one, losing her sense of propriety (“nicht so furchtbar artig” [“aren’t so terribly
good”]) and two, playing with other children. The ability to communicate thus seems to
involve both the loss of pretension and adapting one’s habits. The child is, according to
Kully, ideally equipped to deal with cultural difference. Children are able to access
liminality because they are still embedded within the process of becoming. The immaturity
and intellectual weakness typically assigned to children is flipped on its head as a kind of
wisdom and turns into an ontological strength. This knowledge is not pre-existent in
children, however; it is made clear through the experience of play with foreign children.
Interestingly, though Kully is herself the outsider, hailing, as she does, from another
country, she does not recognize herself as foreign, but rather defines the other children as
“fremdländisch” [“foreign”] in keeping with the description of the “fremdes Land”
[“foreign country”]. Thus, she understands the other children in relation to herself, whereas
she appears to have the stable identity. The instrumental function of the other children is
to help Kully on her path to successful self-development through gaining a foothold in her
new context.
Whereas her interactions with children allow her to feel integrated into her host
culture, her interactions with adults threaten to dissociate her from not only her Heimat––
248

which would not be a bad thing, considering the family’s precarious status and state of
exile––but also from her own family. Frau Brouwer (whom Kully describes as “das
Vogelnest,” due to her hairstyle) wants to adopt Kully, causing Kully to fear her. Frau
Brouwer tries to push the issue with Kully’s parents, reasoning:

»Meister«,57 sagt sie immer zu meinem Vater, »was soll aus der Kleinen bei diesem
ruhelosen Nomadenleben werden? Geben Sie sie mir, und ich werde aus dem
wilden kleinen Knösplein die schönste Mädchenblüte entwickeln.« Ich will aber
von dem Vogelnest nicht entwickelt werden” (42).

‘Maestro’ – she has always addressed my father as ‘Maestro’ – ‘Maestro, do you
not worry what this nomadic existence is going to do to your daughter? Let me have
her, and I’ll take that wild bud and develop it into a beautiful blossom of a girl.’
But I don’t want to be developed by the bird’s nest. (36)

Frau Brouwer’s concern for Kully is not well received by anyone in the family. Her wish
to help Kully raise in a calmer, fixed setting is expressed in a metaphor––a flower cannot
bloom if it is constantly being uprooted––and seems to be informed by gendered
expectations. Importantly, Frau Brouwer was formerly a school teacher, again showing a
tension between the school and the home as sites of learning and development as explored
in Chapter Two. Kully’s defiance at this stranger’s interference in her growth and
development is matched by her father’s indignance that Frau Brouwer consider herself a
more qualified or suitable parent due to her citizenship status; though she has both German
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Returning to the argument made in Chapter Three, this seems like another allusion to
Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister.
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and Dutch parentage, she has Dutch citizenship, which he believes to be an unfair source
of credibility, arguing:

früher sei ein guter Ruf für einen Menschen wichtig gewesen, aber das sei heute
Nebensache – Hauptsache sei eine gute Staatsangehörigkeit. Doch gerade die haben
wir nicht, nur das Vogelnest hat sie. Wenn sie mich adoptierte, hätte ich sie auch,
aber ich will lieber meine Mutter haben. […]
Erziehen lasse ich mich auch nicht von dem Vogelnest. Ich bin Lieber ungezogen,
damit es mich nicht mehr haben will. (44)

it used to be important to have a good name or a good reputation, but that no longer
matters – what is important is having a good nationality. And that’s just what we
don’t have, and the bird’s nest does. If she were to adopt me, I’d have it too, but I’d
rather have my mother. […]
Nor do I want to be brought up by the bird’s nest. Frankly, I’d rather be naughty,
and that way she won’t want to have me any more. (36–37)

His claim, which Kully indirectly quotes in her narration using the subjunctive form, is
that, in contemporary society, one’s citizenship supersedes any other qualities, which,
considering the danger and violence of the Third Reich and the family’s difficult journey
to escape it, certainly seems to be the case. He contrasts the earlier mark of a good person
with the current one: reputation, presumably achieved through the community’s
assessment of one’s personal actions, versus nationality, which is not earned, but rather,
inherited. Grammatically, his description is interesting in that he uses the phrase “für einen
Menschen wichtig” rather than “einem Menschen wichtig.” Whereas the dative form would
imply that one’s reputation is important to him or her in a more abstract sense, the
accusative form implies that it is important for that person, i.e. that one’s reputation affects
how they will be treated by others. This suggests that it is actually other people for whom
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that person’s reputation (and, within the contemporary framework, one’s nationality) is
important; one’s reputation and citizenship affect what rights and privileges they may
enjoy. In her own reflection, Kully sets up a distinction between family and nationality:
The “good” citizenship of Frau Brouwer is only attainable through the loss of her mother,
setting up a tension between familial belonging and national identity. Yet she
unequivocally prefers keeping her mother rather than gaining a more valuable citizenship,
and she declares her unwillingness to leave Frau Brouwer in charge of her Erziehung. The
interaction can be read as a metaphor for the fallout of losing one’s Heimat and the
difficulty of being accepted by one’s Wahlheimat––in the host country, the foreigner is
expected to act in a certain manner and be well behaved, but the potential benefits of this
good citizenship are often not worth disowning one’s mother country (symbolized here by
Kully’s mother). This is why Kully prefers instead to remain “ungezogen” and thus
unassimilable to Frau Brouwer’s expectations of her as both a girl and a citizen. There are
also apparent differences in different generations’ ways of acceptance and willingness to
integrate new members into their collective bodies: Whereas Kully’s interactions with
children require that she become “nicht so furchtbar artig,” her “ungezogen” behavior
makes her a less attractive candidate for the literal adoption and her assimilation into the
family structure of the chosen homeland.
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After their meanderings throughout Europe, it finally seems that Kully’s father is
ready to settle down and make a home with his family in Nice, France 58:

Mein Vater sah schließlich auch ein, dass wir mit Sparsamkeit sorglos ein halbes
Jahr leben könnten, während sonst in vier Wochen wieder unsere ganze Not da sein
würde. Und wir wollten sesshaft werden und sparsam und weniger Sorgen haben.
Meine Mutter mietete zwei Zimmer und einen Herd. Ich habe sie noch nie
so glücklich gesehen.
[…] Mein Vater war ganz glücklich und hat gesagt, er danke meiner Mutter
und sehe ein, dass so ein ruhiges Leben was für sich habe. (162–63)

Finally my father was forced to concede that if we were prudent we could easily
live for half a year, whereas otherwise we would be in dire straits again in just four
weeks. He agreed that we should settle down and be prudent and avoid dire straits.
My mother rented two rooms and a stove. I have never seen her so happy.
[…] My father was very happy and he thanked my mother and said there was
much to be said for having this sort of quiet life. (138–39)

The happiness the family experiences is due to their newfound sense of being settled, which
reduces their financial problems and feelings of anxiety. These basic amenities––a two
room apartment with a stove that will allow Kully’s mother to prepare the family’s meals
for the first time in years––are far more important than the opulent lifestyle her father’s
overspending could ever provide. Nice becomes, however fleetingly, the most stable
Wahlheimat the family maintains throughout the narrative. The words Kully uses––
“sesshaft,” “sparsam,” and “ruhig”––are the antithesis of the chaotic and transient lifestyle
they had led thus far. But alas, it cannot last; mere days later, unhappily bound by his semi-
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At this moment in the narrative, it is approximately 1937, three years before the Vichy
regime was founded in France and the beginning of the Italian occupation of south-eastern
France.
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permanent living arrangement, Kully’s father announces that the family will be moving to
the United States, a decision that will be discussed in a later section of this chapter.

3.4.2. Precarity in Antisemitic Postwar Europe: Heimatverlust and Alternate Forms
of Heimat in Vertlib’s Zwischenstationen

As the title of the novel suggests, Vertlib’s protagonist in Zwischenstationen
experiences a nomadic journey similar to Kully’s. The novel portrays an unnamed Russian
Jewish boy who comes of age in the 1960s and ‘70s as he travels with his family in search
in search of safety and opportunity. As refugees in a time of great political tension and
antisemitism, the family’s search for a welcoming place to call home is anything but
straightforward. Their journey leads them:

von Rußland nach Israel, dann nach Wien, nach Rom, wo wir monatelang
vergeblich versucht hatten, ein Einreisevisum in die USA zu erwirken, dann wieder
nach Wien, drei Jahre später in die Niederlande, wieder nach Israel und nun also
zum zweiten Mal nach Rom. (133)

from Russia to Israel, then to Vienna, to Rome, where we waited for months in vain
to obtain a travel visa for the U.S., then back to Vienna, three years later to the
Netherlands, back to Israel, and finally to Rome for a second time.

After this point, they head back to Vienna and are sent by a rabbi to Luxemburg, where
they are finally able to bribe the American Consul General for a tourist visa to the U.S.
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(Vertlib 133). The boy must adjust to life in each new setting with no linguistic or
psychological preparation.
Yet each new location the family tries to call home comes with its own host of
problems. After escaping the Soviet Union due to rampant antisemitism, the family settles
in Israel, only to realize that it does not provide an ideal place to settle, either. These
problems are characterized by the parents’ friend, whose wife and young son are on a
similar trajectory:

»In der Ukraine war mein Sohn mit seinem Aussehen und seinem
Familiennamen eindeutig der Jud, in der Schule hätte man ihn zweifellos als Saujud
bezeichnet […] In Israel ist er hingegen a Goi, weil seine Mutter Nichtjüdin ist.
Wo, frag ich Sie, sehr geehrte Damen und Herren, soll da die Gerechtigkeit liegen?«
(28)

“In Ukraine, with his looks and last name, my son was unequivocably the
Jew, and in school they would have no doubt called him dirty Jew […] In Israel, by
contrast, he’s a goy, since his mother isn’t Jewish. Where, I ask you, honorable
ladies and gentlemen, does justice lie?”

The young boys’ identities are bound up within how they are identified by those in their
surroundings. As previously established in my study, as a young child, Vertlib’s
protagonist does not have control over his migrant trajectory. Just as they do not have
control over their physical movement, the protagonist and his friend do not have control
over how they are perceived by society. Despite the negative impact of the first emigration
and initial loss of Heimat at age five, about which the protagonist’s did not inform him
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until they had already left, when the family leaves Israel to settle in Vienna, the boy again
does not find out until they are already en route:

Wir würden auf Urlaub fahren, hieß es […] Im Flugzeug wurde mir mitgeteilt, wir
würden nicht mehr nach Israel zurückkehren.
Ich trauerte um den Verlust meiner Freunde. […] Auch meine
Kinderbücher, den Plattenspieler, die vielen Platten und die meisten Spielsachen
würde ich nie wiedersehen.
Doch schon am Abend tauchte ich in eine neue Welt ein. (30).

It was said that we were going on vacation. On the plane I was told that we would
never return to Israel.
I mourned the loss of my friends. [...] Also that I would not see my
children’s books, the record player, the many records, and most of my toys ever
again.
But by that night, I was already immersed in a new world.

The fact that he only finds out on the plane shows his lack of agency in his own travels;
while both children and refugees are often subject to a lack of agency over their
movements, his status as a child refugee multiplies his experience of disempowerment.
Israel, where the family had spent an unspecified length of time, probably amounting to no
more than a few months, had not yet become a chosen Heimat for the boy and his family.
Yet the boy had started to establish himself there, learning Hebrew and attending school;
his loss of friendships and of material possessions creates a stressful situation.
In Vienna, the family encounters a man (“Emigrant”) in front of the Soviet
Consulate who brings them to the “»russische Schloß«, ein altes Mietshaus, in dem fast
ausschließlich russische Juden wohnten” (30) [“Russian Palace,” an old apartment building
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that was populated almost exclusively by Russian Jews]. The residents have had the same
trajectory as the boy and his family:

Sie waren, wie meine Eltern, nach Israel ausgewandert, hatten das Land aber
enttäuscht wieder verlassen und warteten in Wien, der »Drehscheibe der
Ostemigration«, auf die Rückkehrerlaubnis in die Sowjetunion, ihre ursprüngliche
Heimat. Wochenlang. Monatelang. […] Die Hoffnung, in die »Heimat«
zurückkehren zu dürfen, war gering. Das Land aller Werktätigen wollte seine
verlorenen Töchter und Söhne nur in den seltensten Fällen wiederhaben. (30)

They had, like my parents, immigrated to Israel and then left the country extremely
disappointed, and were waiting in Vienna, the “hub of Eastern emigration,” for a
re-entry allowance to the Soviet Union, their original Heimat. For weeks. For
months. […] The hope to return to the “Heimat” was meager. The Land of Working
only wanted its lost daughters and sons under the rarest circumstances.

The apartment building, which is in actuality “leider alles andere als ein Schloß” (Vertlib
31) [unfortunately anything but a palace], houses this diasporic community of Russian Jews
that has formed in Vienna, twice removed from the Soviet Union by way of Israel. The
residents share both a collective identity as Russian Jews and the collective experience of
disappointment at living in Israel. The man’s description of Vienna as the “Drehscheibe,”
which recalls the title of the novel and the travel that makes up so much of its plot,
foreshadows the fact that the family will, too, leave Vienna (though they do return and
eventually make a reluctant home there). For the residents of this apartment building,
Vienna does not become a new home; it has a utilitarian purpose, which is to allow for
further movement to a more desirable location. Yet the connection to the Soviet Union is
undermined even as it is emphasized in this passage. In his narration, the boy subtly reveals
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his own lack of connection to his travels thus far; he describes the journey as though it has
only involved his parents (“wie meine Eltern”), not taking ownership of the experiences he
has had. He also shows his lack of connection to the Soviet Union by describing it as “their”
original Heimat (“ihre ursprüngliche Heimat”) instead of “unsere” [our]. The use of the
word “ursprüngliche” [original] indicates that one may have more than one Heimat––a
native homeland as well as subsequent ones that are sought out and found later in life––
and suggests that the rootedness within and loyalty to this place is tenuous at best. This is
in opposition to the traditional notion of Heimat and suggests the possibility to adopt a
Wahlheimat––a hope that the family maintains the despite many disappointments and
rejections they experience along the way. The use of quotation marks surrounding
“»Heimat«” in the later usage marks it as a quote of the man with whom his parents are
speaking, but also creates a sense of distance similar to describing it as “ihre” Heimat,
resulting in the passage taking on a tone of skepticism or irony. The returning sons and
daughters, having attempted to escape antisemitism and settle in what was supposed to be
the true homeland for Jews, are not welcomed “home.” Thus, they are in Vienna, a liminal
and temporary space that ends up fading into the background through the diasporic
community’s collective imagining:

Jeden Tag spielte ich mit den anderen Emigrantenkindern in den Gängen, auf der
Stiege und im Hof, verließ das Haus kaum und glaubte beinahe, die eigentümliche
Außenwelt dieses fremden Landes existiere gar nicht, sei nur ein Gerücht oder ein
Märchen. Ich dachte manchmal, ich sei in Israel, dann wieder, ich sei in Rußland,
bis ich verstand, daß beides stimmte. Das Haus war ein Teil Israels und Rußlands,
der sich in einer fremden Welt namens Wien befand. Keine Frage: Die Welt war
wie eine Anzahl von Schachteln aufgebaut, die ineinanderpaßten. (31)
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Every day I played with the emigrant children in the hallways, stairwell, and
courtyard, barely leaving the house and almost believing that the peculiar outside
world of this foreign country did not even exist, was merely a rumor or a fairytale.
I thought sometimes that I was in Israel, and other times, that I was in Russia, until
I understood that both beliefs were true. The house was a piece of Israel and Russia
that was located in a foreign world called Vienna. No question: The world was
constructed like a number of boxes that fit inside one another.

Though physically removed from both Russia and Israel, the diasporic community can
create a transformative, transportive alternate reality within the blank canvas of the foreign
space. He is not merely surrounded by Israelis and Russians, their cultures, and their
languages; he is actually in both Israel and Russia. These worlds, though occurring
simultaneously and in the same space, are nevertheless separate; they are boxes that fit
inside each other, self-contained despite containing each other. 59 They are “aufgebaut,”
constructed rather than the traditional understanding of Heimat as something naturally
occurring. Yet their legitimacy is not up for question (“Keine Frage”). By describing the
local culture as “die eigentümliche Außenwelt dieses fremden Landes,” the text flips the
notion of foreignness on its head; it is not the “Emigranten” who are foreign, but rather,
the native culture, the “fremde[] Welt namens Wien,” which, perhaps unwittingly, contains
the non-Viennese within itself.
When the family leaves for the Netherlands, the boy is aware that it is not for
vacation, unlike when they had first arrived. As he has been largely kept from sharing the
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I thank my committee member Ian Fleishman for pointing out that this might be an
allusion to matryoshka nesting dolls.
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details of his journey with anyone, outside of perhaps the Russian-Jewish community at
the “Russian Palace,” he makes the most of this opportunity to share his story, much to the
chagrin and discomfort of his parents. He informs a Dutch stranger on the train “[w]ir
kommen nicht wieder zurück” [we’re not coming back] and explains their travels thus far:

»Ja, meine Mutter hat in Österreich die Arbeitsbewilligung verloren. Jetzt
möchten wir nach Holland übersiedeln. Aber eigentlich kommen wir aus Rußland.
In Israel haben wir auch schon gelebt.« […]
»Mein Vater möchte in Österreich nicht leben, weil Hitler und alle
wichtigen Nazis dort geboren sind«, erzählte ich weiter. »Wir sind nämlich Juden,
müssen Sie wissen.« (84–85)

“Yes, my mother lost her Austrian work permit. Now we want to relocate
to Holland. But we actually come from Russia. We’ve also lived in Israel.” […]
“My father doesn’t want to live in Austria because that’s where Hitler and
all of the important Nazis were born,” I continued to share. “You must know, we
are Jews.”

Between the boy’s candor, his parents’ angry interjections in Russian, and the Dutchman’s
bemusement, this is not only a hilarious scene, but also a very important one. While the
boy has no control over their travels––he cannot decide if, when, and where his family will
move––his parents are unable to stifle his urge for storytelling. His brief summary of their
travels and explanation of the legal and political reasons behind their trajectory is the only
form of agency available to him: narrative agency. His description includes both his
mother’s loss of work visa and his father’s political inclinations, thus showing how they
make the decisions over the family’s movement (limited, of course, by the social and legal
realities of each location). Yet, speaking in German, a language he is forced to learn along
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this journey, and which is a non-native language for both himself and his interlocutor, he
still has the power to shape, if not the trip itself, then its narration, thereby processing the
trauma of his exile through an act of narrative rebellion.
Returning to the motif of books in the novel introduced in Chapter Two, given
his family’s precarious situation, the protagonist’s books provide a connection to his
grandmother in St. Petersburg, who sent them to him in Israel and Austria, and ground him
in whatever location the family happens to reside at a given moment. But, given the
family’s limited ability to bring luggage along, his book collection is on borrowed time:
“Daß dieser Koffer überhaupt die Reise nach Italien hatte antreten dürfen, grenzte fast an
ein Wunder” [The fact that this suitcase was allowed to come on the trip to Italy bordered
on a miracle] (144). As he reads and rereads these books, they take on an importance
beyond their material or aesthetic value; they seem to function as fetishes, objects that
make up for a kind of a perceived lack which E.L. McCallum describes as existing within
“the intersection of knowledge and desire” (1). The protagonist’s “Kinderbücher”
[children’s books] may symbolize the protagonist’s attempt to return to a childhood ended
too soon; they are an attempt to substitute for the lost Heimat. These books materialize a
sense of continuity with his past and the possibility of escape from the threats and
expectations of the adult world, allowing the protagonist to stop feeling linguistically and
geographically displaced along his family’s increasingly haphazard journey. The escape
they provide, to other worlds he visits on his own accord and timeline, gives him the agency
he craves in his actual life within the realm of fiction. Yet, he is well aware of the precarity
of his precious objects, and the tenuous Heimat they comprise, as his mother reminds him
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that “[b]ald landet sowieso alles auf den Müll” [soon everything would land in the garbage,
anyway] (152). As the protagonist’s journey and the analysis continues on towards the
U.S., one may recall the passages analyzed in the second chapter of my study, in which the
protagonist was unable to access the library because he did not have a social security card.
This sense of an arbitrary lack of legitimacy as deciding whether or not one has access to
safety and success will continue to be thematized in the following analyses of Keun’s,
Kafka’s, and Vertlib’s protagonists’ struggles of adapting to life in the United States––a
supposed “country of immigrants” that nevertheless does not seem too keen on accepting
them.

3.5.1. The Im/possibility of the United States as a Wahlheimat in Keun, Kafka, and
Vertlib

“Ich bin des Reisens müde. Amerika ist das Land, in dem die Träume wahr werden.
Welchen Sinn hätten die letzten zehn Jahren sonst gehabt?”
-Vladimir Vertlib (210)

I’m travel-worn. America is the land where dreams come true. What else was the point of
the last ten years?

“Kein Mensch kann sich seine Eltern, seine Heimat wählen. Soll ihm, wenn er sie überm
Wasser entdeckt, diese Heimat seiner Hoffnung versperrt werden aus Brotneid? Was
wäre dann Amerika, die Mutter und Trösterin der Verfolgten, Gekränkten, der
Niedergetretenen?”
-Arthur Holitscher (342–43)
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No one can choose his parents or his Heimat. If he discovers one across the water, should
he be blocked from this Heimat of his hopes out of professional jealousy? What would
that make America, the mother and comforter of the persecuted, the ailing, the
downtrodden?

By the end of the nineteenth century, approximately 2.8 million German-born
immigrants lived in the U.S., while a peak of about 800 German-language journals and
newspapers were being published (“Chronology: The Germans in America”). Yet despite
these impressive numbers, the German-speaking population in the U.S. has long been
characterized by a lack of cohesion and comradery, which Frederick Luebke attributes
mainly to two factors:

First, to be of “German origin” is itself a vague and imprecise concept.
German-speaking immigrants have come to America not only from Germany, but
also from Austria, Hungary, Russia, Rumania, Yugoslavia, Switzerland, and
France. Germany as a political entity was founded only in the latter part of the
nineteenth century. German language and culture, which is much more important
as a basis for ethnic consciousness than is country of origin, has never been
congruent with German nationality.
Second, few ethnic groups in America have been as varied in religious
belief, political persuasion, socioeconomic status, occupation, culture, and social
character as the German are, despite persistent historic stereotypes to the contrary.
Generalizations about the Germans are inevitably hazardous and sure to be
disputed. Because they have been so diverse, German Americans have displayed
limited unity and no great interest in a common history, at least by comparison to
other ethnic groups, such as Poles, Irish, or Norwegians. (xiii)

The protagonists of the texts analyzed in this chapter all hail from different places,
exemplifying the range described by Luebke; while Keun’s Kully comes from Germany,
Kafka’s Karl comes from German-speaking Prague and identifies as German, and Vertlib’s
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protagonist is originally from the Soviet Union but has spent much of the time immediately
preceding his move to America in Austria and counts German among his strongest
languages. Their identities, positionalities, previous life experiences, and social milieus are
also disparate. And yet, despite the enduring differences among and between them and
real-life immigrants hailing from German-speaking areas of Europe, America continued to
play an alluring role in the European cultural imaginary throughout the twentieth century,
particularly among Jews, for whom it figured as an escape from the violence of the
pogroms, the existential threat of the First World War, the rise of fascism and horrors of
the Shoah, and the continuing antisemitism in post-war Europe, as well as a chance to
obtain broader personal freedoms, social mobility, and economic opportunity (Kriebernegg
et al. 12–13). In his long-form essay Juden auf Wanderschaft (1927), Austrian-Jewish
journalist and novelist Joseph Roth describes the migration of Eastern European Jews to
various westerly destinations in the first decades of the twentieth century. In these
communities, America was widely idealized and longed for; he writes:

Amerika ist die Ferne. Amerika heißt die Freiheit. […] Die Mutigsten
gingen nach Amerika. Nie mehr durften sie zurück. Sie verzichteten. Sie
verzichteten schweren Herzens auf die Familie und leichten Herzens auf das
Vaterland.
Sie gingen nach Amerika. (918–47)

America is a faraway place. America means freedom. […] The most
courageous went off to America, never permitted to return. They abandoned. They
abandoned their families with a heavy heart and their Fatherland with a light heart.
They went to America. [trans. mine]
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Roth characterizes how those with the requisite money, paperwork, and drive packed their
bags for their new lives in the so-called New World, shedding few tears over leaving their
countries of origin. Mary Antin, a Jewish immigrants’ rights activist who emigrated to the
United States from Belarus with her family at age thirteen, confirms Roth’s
characterization in her autobiography The Promised Land (1912), where she describes how
her father’s desperate belief in a better life awaiting them in America outweighed the literal
and figurative costs of the journey:

Not that my father had grown suddenly rich. He was so far from rich that
he was going to borrow every cent of the money for our third-class passage; but he
had a business in view which he could carry on all the better for having the family
with him; and, besides, we were borrowing right and left anyway, and to no definite
purpose. With the children, he argued, every year in Russia was a year lost. They
should be spending the precious years in school, in learning English, in becoming
Americans. United in America, there were ten chances of our getting to our feet
again to one chance in our scattered, aimless state.
So at last I was going to America! Really, really going, at last! The
boundaries burst. The arch of heaven soared. A million suns shone out for every
star. The winds rushed in from outer space, roaring in my ears, "America!
America!” (162)

The optimism expressed in the early chapters of autobiographical accounts like Antin’s, as
well as in fictional prose texts, photojournalistic projects, and other media, fostered
unrealistic expectations of migration to the U.S. among European Jews (Kriebernegg 14–
15). These expectations caused émigrés to view their exile “nicht als Bleibe, sondern als
einen Prozess, der die Möglichkeit einer Heimat offenlässt” [not as a residence, but rather
as a process that opens up the possibility for a homeland] (Maierhofer 57). The possibility
for positive outcomes notwithstanding, migration to the U.S. was nevertheless a dangerous
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undertaking that often led to ruinous consequences. Kriebernegg and Lamprecht explain in
their study on Jewish migration to the Americas that “[d]ie Ursachen für dieses Scheitern
konnten vielfältig sein und reichten von den Tücken der kulturellen Unterschiede, sozialer
Not und Isolation bis hin zu staatlichen und bürokratischen Restriktionen” (15) [the reasons
for this failure were varied and stretched from the pitfalls of cultural differences, social
hardship and isolation to governmental and bureaucratic restrictions].
These three subsections consider the various factors that contributed to the inability
of the young protagonists in novels by Keun, Kafka, Vertlib to achieve the American dream
and make the United States their Wahlheimat. As seen above, both Keun’s and Vertlib’s
novels portray protagonists whose families move between a half a dozen countries with
high hopes of thriving in each new surrounding; the pinnacle of their travels is settling in
the U.S., only to leave after the family is unable to achieve lasting stability and legal
permanent resident status. Franz Kafka’s novel fragment Der Verschollene shows
protagonist Karl as he is shipped off from Prague to New York City in order to rid his
family of the shame he has brought upon them; once there, he is taken advantage of and
loses everything, with slim chances for a happy ending. In all three novels, the intersection
of various aspects of each protagonist’s identity, including youth, status as a non-native
speaker of English, undocumented and/or non-permanent resident status, and lack of
intercultural understanding makes it difficult for him or her to claim America as a
Wahlheimat.
One key aspect I would like to consider is the protagonists’ in/ability to control
their fates and the narration of their own narratives. After all, a choice, or Wahl, of course,
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requires agency. Their emigration to the U.S. was not freely undertaken, but rather imposed
by the protagonist’s parents; thus, their emigration to the ‘land of the free,’ though initially
presented as a hopeful step towards increased freedom and sovereignty, is evidence of their
lack of agency and power to exact control over their lives. Their failed migrations to the
United States and how they deal with their lack of agency can be analyzed on both
intradiegetic (storyworld) and extradiegetic (narration) levels of each narrative. As
explicated in Chapter One of my study, I draw on Michael Bamberg’s insights on various
forms of agency and their interaction with narrative in order to consider three forms I will
briefly redefine here. The first form is what I term diegetic agency, which relates to both
an individual’s identification as someone capable of occupying the subject position vis-àvis hegemonic power structures and their ability to create a sense of self and inhabit
subjectivity. The second is linguistic agency which I define as an individual’s ability to use
(or decision not to use) their language(s) of choice in a given context. The third term I
employ is narrative agency, which I define as a marker of who has the power to tell a story;
in the context of this chapter, I will focus on to what extent the protagonist is permitted to
tell his own story either within the space of the storyworld or in narrating and narrativizing
their experiences extradiegetically. As such, this section considers how narrative agency is
tied to other forms of agency and shaped by power structures the protagonist must
otherwise navigate. My close readings are informed by approaches drawn from
contextualist narratology and migration studies in order to explore each protagonist’s
provisional acceptance and eventual exclusion from society, and how his precarity is
rectified and/or heightened through various narrative instances within each text. Following
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Daniel Schwarz’s insight that “[t]he form of a literary text––its style, structure, and
narrative technique––expresses its value system” (2), I analyze both story and discourse,
content and form, in order to investigate how agency, privilege, and power operate within
these texts, arguing that in these texts, a lack of narrative agency can mirror or complicate
the protagonist’s lack of agency in the storyworld.

3.5.2. “Luxus-Emigranten”: Privilege and Travel in Keun
After his family finally feels somewhat settled in Nice, France, Kully’s father
decides to relocate them again, this time to the United States:

»Kinder, Kinder, ist das Leben manchmal großartig, jetzt wird vielleicht alles gut
werden, jetzt wird ein Aufstieg kommen. Heute Nachmittag war ich auf dem
amerikanischen Konsulat und bei Cook. Ich habe unser amerikanisches Visum und
die Schiffskarten. Wollte euch überraschen, Kinder. (164).

‘Children, children, life can be so wonderful sometimes, maybe everything will pan
out now, and our fortunes are going to change. This afternoon I visited the
American Consul and Thomas Cook. I have our American visa, and our steamer
tickets. I wanted it to come as a surprise to you, darlings. (140)

Just as he had done earlier with regard to Kully’s education, Kully’s father refers to both
his wife and his child as “Kinder” [children], underscoring his wife’s powerlessness to
reverse his decision and his tendency to act patronizingly towards her. The gendered power
dynamics, evident already in the family’s division of assets, repeats itself here. It is also
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clear that he did not consult her whatsoever before making his plans, as he says he wanted
to surprise them and her reaction is less than pleased. Lest his family believe that moving
to the U.S. may offer a permanent solution to their wanderings, he quickly adds: “Drüben
[in den U.S.A.] bleiben werden wir natürlich nicht, unsere Heimat ist Europa, das liegt mir
am Herzen, und wenn es wirklich zugrunde geht, will ich dabei sein” (164) [“Of course we
won’t stay there; our home remains in Europe – that’s where my heart is, and if everything
goes pear-shaped, that’s where I want to be” (140)]. Thus, even his hope for a new home
is tempered by the desire to travel once more––to return to Europe before he has even left
it, begging the question: why leave at all? Though he mentions business opportunities in
the U.S., it seems unrealistic that these would offset the cost of travel and resettlement,
especially given Nice’s relative affordability. He describes his loyalty to Europe, “unsere
Heimat” [“our home”], breaking the notion of Heimat as a more local affiliation of a town,
city, or even nation, and instead extending the concept to a whole continent––one he and
his family have crisscrossed in a vain attempt at settling down. His morbid desire to
experience the fall of Europe is closely related to his love for it, revealing an almost
sadomasochistic dynamic between himself and his Heimat. After establishing that his wife
is unhappy at his new plan, he asks Kully:

Kully, freust du dich auf Amerika?«
»Werden wir alle Kochtöpfe mitnehmen?«, habe ich gefragt.
»Aber nein, Kully«, rief mein Vater und lachte, »wozu brauchen wir dieses
ganze Zeug denn noch?« (165)

“Kully, are you looking forward to America?’
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‘Will we take our pots and pans with us?’ I asked.
‘Dear me, no, Kully,’ exclaimed my father and laughed. ‘What would we
be needing all that junk for over there?’ (141)

The pots Kully and her mother purchased symbolize the warmth and sense of stability their
apparently brief sojourn in Nice promised to finally provide. Kully seems to care less about
where the family settles down than that they settle down at all. Her father’s flippant
response shows that he has misunderstood his family’s priority––to make a home
somewhere, anywhere, for the foreseeable future. By proposing a brand new location
across the ocean, one that he himself admits will not provide a longterm home base, he
takes away any hope his “Annchen” (his nickname for her is the dimininuitive form of her
name, underscoring her lack of agency in the relationship) has at happiness, and assures
the family’s separation for the remainder of the novel. After a series of mishaps related to
the bureaucratic necessities of travel, Annchen, who is pregnant with the couple’s second
child, gets separated from her family and is unable to board with them on the ship to
America. Though the family should really be saving money wherever possible, as they are
trying to settle in a new country with no reliable source of income and another child on the
way, the father chooses extravagance wherever possible, though the justification for this
extra expenditure is compelling: “Wir fahren erster Klasse auf dem Schiff, weil wir dann
mit größerer Leichtigkeit an Land gelassen werden, aber auch weil ein amerikanischer
Freund meines Vaters ihm einen Teil des Reisegeldes geschickt hat” (171) [“We’re
travelling first class on the ship, because that way they’ll let us out on land more readily,
but also because an American friend of my father’s lent him some travelling money” (146–
47)]. While the seemingly never-ending stream of friends and supporters of the father is
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unsurprising, what is interesting is that the class of passage seems to have an effect on
whether Kully and her father receive entry into the U.S. This is a clear indication of the
class-based structure faced by the newcomers to American shores, and is confirmed by the
Ellis Island Foundation:

First and second class passengers who arrived in New York Harbor were not
required to undergo the inspection process at Ellis Island. Instead, these passengers
underwent a cursory inspection aboard ship, the theory being that if a person could
afford to purchase a first or second class ticket, they were less likely to become a
public charge in America due to medical or legal reasons.

The ship, also thematized by Kafka’s novel, holds an important cultural and symbolic
function in narratives about coming to America. In his essay “Die Passage. Annäherungen
des Historikers an ein analytisches Konzept,” [The Passage: Historian’s Approaches to an
Analytical Concept] Jakob Vogel applies Arnold von Gennep’s concept of rites de
passages [rites of passage] to transnational journeys and then presents differences in
experiences of passage based on factors such as race, class, gender, country of origin, and
il/legality. Vogel argues that the ship––long a symbol of a romanticized, homogenized
journey to the New World within the European and American imaginaries––must be reinscribed within its sociocultural particularities4. After all, as the tragic voyage of the S. S.
St. Louis would prove in 1938, one’s positionality and identity could have an
insurmountable impact on whether or not one was allowed into the country and how one
was treated once ashore (Rosenberg).
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Thus, Kully and her father have to appear healthy and well off; yet the irony is that
the father also does not want Kully to appear too healthy or well off. After enjoying the
delectable buffet on board, Kully realizes that her father, ever concerned with appearances,
“genierte sich, mit so einem fetten Emigrantenkind in New York zu erscheinen” (173) [“he
felt embarrassed to be arriving in New York with such a fat emigrant child as me” (148)].
After years of unreliable access to food, Kully still has to perform scarcity and precarity in
order to not appear so well off that the family’s need to immigrate to the U.S. would be in
question. The family’s legitimacy as victims of the Third Reich is supposedly legible on
the body of the young girl. Though Kully and her family struggle in various and intersecting
ways, they are not Jewish, and therefore have not had to contend with policies that were
ultimately rooted in prevailing anti-Semitic sentiment; the U.S.’s stringent immigration
quota policy proceeding and during the Second World War greatly limited the number of
Jewish refugees able to obtain entry visas to the U.S.  This distinction is not lost on the
children with whom Kully interacts and it compromises her ability to find solidarity with
her peers on the ship:

Da fand ich drei Kinder aus Berlin, die mit ihren Eltern für immer nach Amerika
auswanderten. Sie waren ziemlich traurig und sprachen nicht viel. Einmal sagte mir
ein älterer Junge: »Du bist ja gar keine richtige Emigrantin, ihr seid ja noch nicht
mal Juden, ihr seid Luxus-Emigranten.« (173–74)

There I met three children from Berlin, who were emigrating to America with their
parents for good. They were pretty sad, and didn’t talk much. One time an older
boy said to me: ‘You’re not a proper emigrant, you’re not even Jewish, you’re
luxury emigrants.’ (148)
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Of course, this child, who is presumably Jewish and whose family is therefore escaping
immediate threats to their physical safety, is justified in his skepticism of Kully. Her
family’s actual lack of Jewishness and their apparent wealth––in reality merely a
performance that the father appears to use at least partially as a coping mechanism to avoid
dealing with how precarious his situation actually is––makes Kully unable to form a bond
of solidarity with these children.

3.5.3. Structural Impediments to Integration in Kafka’s Der Verschollene
One scholar argues that the negative trajectory of the novel is surprising due to the
tropes recalled at the beginning of the novel: “What promises at first to be a kind of modern
Bildungsroman – in which the young European immigrant arrives in the United States,
begins anew, and pursues the American dream of social and economic mobility – devolves
into a nightmare” (Hammond 53). Yet, as Anne Fuchs rightfully points out, this is not
America as it really is, but rather, “modern America both as the main locus of social contest
and as a metaphor” which does not “denote the American reality mimetically but rather
connote a specifically European version of America” (25). Walter Benjamin ties Kafka’s
personal sense of America as a place of wish fulfilment both with the author’s own
childhood and with the protagonist’s possession of a full name:

Daß es mit »Amerika« eine besondere Bewandtnis hat, geht aus dem Namen des
Helden hervor. Während in den früheren Romanen der Autor sich nie anders al smit
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dem gemurmelten Initial ansprach, erlebt er hier mit vollem Namen auf dem neuen
Erdteil seine Neugeburt. (8)

That Amerika is a very special case is indicated by the name of its hero. While in
the earlier novels the author never addressed himself otherwise than with a
mumbled initial, here he experiences a rebirth on a new continent with a full name
[…] Karl Rossmann, the third and happier incarnation of K. (119)

Yet this “happier incarnation” must be understood as relative; Karl suffers greatly in the
U.S. and spirals down towards an increasingly unfortunate and uncertain fate––a fate
indeed shared by many of Kafka’s protagonists. Early clues indicate that Karl is no ordinary
young European immigrant and instead what Gray terms the “Muster des
Zwangsemigranten” [model of a forced migrant] (367), whose disempowerment is both
predetermined due to the protagonist’s intersecting positionalities and encoded
narratologically, linguistically, and aesthetically within the text. By focusing on how the
information of Karl’s circumstances are is communicated to the reader, I use a contextualist
narratological methodology to explore to how privilege, agency, and power are constructed
in the text and what impact these structures have on our protagonist’s ability to claim the
U.S. as a Wahlheimat.
One motif appearing throughout the novel fragment is that of doors and windows,
which emphasizes both Karl’s desire and his lack of ability to transverse spaces. Stephanie
Jones notes that Karl’s endless search for safety and sleep forces him into “closed,
‘materially intense’ spaces within hotels, apartment blocks and trains” (120). I argue that
these interior spaces and their inaccessibility become a metaphor of Karl’s own inability to
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succeed in his new country and have it become his Wahlheimat. Beyond serving an
intradiegetic structuring function, doors and windows serve a narratological function
because they control and potentially deny access to information to the focalizer, the
narrator, and the reader. In her discussion on space in narratives, Marie-Laure Ryan
describes architectural features such as doors, windows, walls, and hallways as both
“partitions” and “openings and passageways” that confine and connect “narrative space
[…] into thematically relevant subspaces.” While doors and windows can symbolize
liminality and the transgression of boundaries, in Karl’s case, they are almost always
locked or blocked by people or obstacles. As such, the motif, of which several examples
will be explored below, underscores the literal structural barriers to entry faced by Karl, as
well as differences of perspective due to unequal access to information caused by power
structures.
In Karl’s first confrontation with his uncle on the ship, Jakob is described as one
who “sich zum Fenster gestellt hatte” (28) [“had gone to the window” (23)]. The captain
exclaims that “[e]s erwartet Sie [Karl] nunmehr, doch wohl ganz gegen Ihre bisherigen
Erwartungen, eine glänzende Laufbahn. Versuchen Sie das einzusehen, so gut es im
Augenblick geht, und fassen Sie sich!” (28) [“[p]robably very much in contrast to your
previous expectations, you can now look forward to a dazzling career. Try to understand
this as well as you can right now, and make an effort to pull yourself together” (23)].
Though “Augenblick” means “moment,” the compound noun is made up of the words for
“eye” and “view,” which, together with the verb “einsehen,” emphasizes the various
perspectives held by the characters in the scene. In the captain’s view, it seems that Karl’s
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uncle will open doors for him; and yet, Jakob’s placement in front of the window blocking
Karl’s own view of the bustling harbor betrays that he will stand in the way of this expected
“glänzende Laufbahn” (28). The reader also is aware of the reasons behind Karl’s journey
through narratorial intervention, making the captain’s ironic statement foreboding. These
various perspectives within a statement about a variety of perspectives is an example of
how being attuned to narratological structures, in this case in conjunction with architectural
structures, can point out the heteroglossia and self-reflexivity in Kafka’s text.
The most architecturally complex structure Karl encounters is the villa of Herr
Pollunder, Karl’s uncle’s friend who invites him to spend a weekend in the country and
subsequently causes Karl’s break from his uncle. With its seemingly endless maze of doors
and windows, it is described as a fortress (Festung) due to its massive size and, as becomes
evident, its impenetrability. On his tour with Herr Pollunder’s niece, Klara, Karl attempts
to learn the lay of the land, but fails after insulting his host.

»Da gibt es also auch schon in Amerika alte Häuser«, sagte Karl.
»Natürlich«, sagte Klara lachend und zog ihn weiter. »Sie haben
merkwürdige Begriffe von Amerika.«
»Sie sollen mich nicht auslachen«, sagte er ärgerlich. Schließlich kannte er
schon Europa und Amerika, sie aber nur Amerika.
Im Vorübergehen stieß Klara mit leicht ausgestreckter Hand eine Tür auf
und sagte, ohne anzuhalten: »Hier werden Sie schlafen.« (65)

“So there are old houses in America, too,” said Karl. “Why, of course,” said
Klara, laughing and pulling him along. “You do have some odd ideas about
America.” “You shouldn’t make fun of me,” he said irritably. After all, he was
acquainted with Europe and America, she only with America.
Barely reaching out her hand in passing, Klara pushed open a door and
without stopping said: “You’ll be sleeping here.” (58)
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Though Karl brags here about his knowledge of both Europe and America, and thus alleges
intercultural competence, it is Klara who maintains the literal upper hand; after she does
not stop to clearly point out the room, Karl ends up spending half the evening confusedly
wandering the villa’s endless corridors like Hansel with no bread crumb trail. Klara’s name,
which is an inversion of Karl’s own, suggests both an affinity with him and an ability to
elucidate; as such, she figures as an alter ego who may be able to teach our protagonist
some valuable lessons about adapting to life in the U.S. However, her sexually aggressive
behavior towards Karl and his apparent lack of interest in reciprocating her advances causes
him to alienate himself from her rather than endear himself to her. Given that his visit to
Herr Pollunder’s estate estranges Karl from his uncle, Karl’s inability to satisfy Klara’s
and her father’s attempts at intimacy figures as Karl’s fourth familial r/ejection. The fact
that the point of contention between Karl and Klara is the topic of houses also underscores
that he is not able to feel at home in the U.S. His lack of understanding of the country’s
architecture is paradigmatic of his lack of appropriate intercultural knowledge, or at least
his inability to instrumentalize such knowledge to ensure successful integration into
American society.
The motif of doors and windows can be considered in relation to another
architectural symbol––the elevator––which Karl commands during his first job as a lift boy
at Hotel Occidental. The name “Hotel Occidental” provides an interesting juxtaposition,
because while “Occidental” suggests a continuity between Karl’s continent of origin and
his current place of residence, a hotel symbolizes modernity and transience. The elevator
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is a metaphor for social mobility, which seems at first accessible to Karl; his employment
is secure as long as he tirelessly works up to the hotel’s standards, unlike another migrant
youth worker who had also recently arrived to the U.S. and was found literally sleeping on
the job:

»Jetzt sieht er aus, als könne er die Arbeit unmöglich aushalten, hat schon
kein Fleisch im Gesicht, schläft im Dienst ein, obwohl er von Natur sehr
bereitwillig ist – aber er muß nur noch ein halbes Jahr hier oder irgendwo anders in
Amerika dienen und hält alles mit Leichtigkeit aus, und in fünf Jahren wird er ein
starker Mann sein. Von solchen Beispielen könnte ich Ihnen stundenlang erzählen.
Dabei denke ich gar nicht an Sie, denn Sie sind ein kräftiger Junge. […].« (130–
31)

“Right now it seems as if he could not possibly endure the work, there’s no
flesh left on his face, he falls asleep while he’s on duty though he is by nature very
willing––but he has only another six months to serve, either here or somewhere else
in America, and will have no difficulty enduring everything, and in five years time
he’ll be a strong man. I could go on for hours, giving you more such examples. And
it’s not you I have in mind, since you’re such a sturdy youth […].” (116–17)

The other migrant worker’s story foreshadows Karl’s own; he will also be used up and spit
out the moment he makes an error by the same relentless capitalist system. The elevator
that the migrant youth controls does not assist in his own betterment. The expectations of
infallibility placed on migrant youth soon proves to be impossible to meet as Karl’s past,
in the form of Robinson, sneaks up on him. Rahmani writes that “Karl is fascinated by the
machinery of the elevator and wants to see it directly and tinker with it, but he can’t as that
technology lies behind the reach of his hands and can only barely be seen through a small
opening in the wall” (92). I would extend this by reading the elevator not just as technology,
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but also as the mechanism of social mobility. Although it is Karl’s job to operate it, he
nevertheless has no true access to it, no insight into how it functions, and certainly no
ability to divert or subvert its power.
In continuing my analysis of structural and spatial elements as a metaphor for power
structures, it is significant that Karl loses his job at Hotel Occidental not only due to his
momentary inability to discharge his duties, but also because the head doorman––quite
literally the gatekeeper to career advancement and success––holds a grudge against him.
Karl’s alleged misdeed is that he does not greet the Oberportier sufficiently (Kafka 169).
While this charge suggests that Karl is unaware of social mores in the U.S., Karl defends
himself against this allegation by ironically referencing how he still has not quite unlearned
his European tendency to excessively greet people with excessive politesse:

Ich bin noch nicht lange in Amerika und stamme aus Europa, wo man bekanntlich
viel mehr grüßt, als nötig ist. Das habe ich mir natürlich noch nicht ganz
abgewöhnen können, und noch vor zwei Monaten hat man mir in New York, wo
ich zufällig in höheren Kreisen verkehrte, bei jeder Gelegenheit zugeredet, mit
meiner übertriebenen Höflichkeit aufzuhören. (169)

You see, I’ve not been in America long and come from Europe, where, as everyone
knows, people greet one another much more than is necessary. I haven’t been able
to give up that habit yet, and only two months ago in New York, where I happened
to move in upper social circles, people tried to convince me continually to cease
being so exaggeratedly polite. (153)

As a recent migrant, Karl tries to utilize his inability to act in culturally appropriate ways
to show that the head doorman’s allegation simply cannot be true. However, this does not
278

work, and he is thus violently removed from the premises, such that his hopes at climbing
the social ladder (or, riding the elevator, as it were) are dashed. Karl’s inability to find
success in the U.S. is tied to his lack or misapplication of intercultural knowledge and
inability to navigate spaces appropriately, efficiently, or authoritatively.
The final aspect I will consider in Kafka’s text is cultural solidarity and lack thereof
between German characters and members of the same social class, which recalls Luebke’s
assertion that those of “German” heritage showed little affinity with one another in the
New World (xiii). It is important to note that as a German-speaking secular Jew from
Prague, Kafka was himself denied belongingness into many would-be communities––the
German ethnic minority, the Jewish minority, and the ethnic Czech majority population.
At the beginning of the novel, the first conflict is between the stoker and the other workers
on the ship. The stoker expects solidarity due to their shared German heritage, but says that
they instead favor Slovaks. The ship is responsible for bringing new members of the
German diaspora from the old to new country, a journey that, as Uncle Jakob and Karl both
show, is often one way. Jakob epitomizes the rags-to-riches American dream and is ready
shape Karl in his image, helping him to learn English extremely quickly and seemingly
without great trouble. At the hotel, the head chef, Grete, and maid Therese are also Karl’s
“Landsleute” [country folk] and become his ersatz family, giving him support and tools to
improve his lot in life (Kafka 128). However, this ethnic and linguistic solidarity quickly
reaches its limit when Karl’s apparent cultural incompetence causes all three of these
figures to unceremoniously abandon him. It becomes clear that the stoker’s fate can be read
not only as a cautionary tale, but also as foreshadows Karl’s own fall from grace within his
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diasporic community. If solidarity and support are not available in this community, are they
to be found in the broader immigrant community? If the conniving Robinson and
Delamarche, themselves only slightly more established migrants, are any indication, the
answer is a resounding “no.” These young men take advantage of him, steal from him,
cause him to lose his job, and kidnap him and force him into indentured servitude. His
interactions with them paint the U.S. as a place of injustice, violence, and existential
incertitude.
After being mistreated and abandoned by everyone in his life, Karl’s final attempt
at joining and finding solidarity and support is joining the Naturtheater von Oklahama [sic!]
[Nature-Theater of Oklahama]. A westward journey in American lore is steeped in tropes
of rugged individualism and manifest destiny, concepts which are part of the legacy of
American imperialism. Yet Karl does not identify himself as an explorer, but rather as
“Negro,” a nickname he has apparently acquired during events that did not take place in
the fragment’s diegesis. Karl’s westward journey and problematic chosen name recall not
only American imperialism and expansionism, activities that decimated indigenous
populations, as well as the enslavement of African populations at the root of the American
capitalist enterprise; and Kafka’s racial conceptions in this and other works, despite using
America as their ostensible setting, also point towards German colonial activities,
particularly on the African continent.
Throughout the novel, Karl is unable to make America his Wahlheimat, and thus
feels the need to identify himself as a member of a racially-defined underclass that has been
forced into servitude. Betiel Wasihun describes Karl’s choice of pseudonym as an
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“expression of foreignness, otherness, marginalization, and humiliation” which, “given the
aggressive racism in the early twentieth century and the resulting social structures”
symbolizes “how low he had fallen” (471). As apt as this reading is, it seems to ignore the
impossibility of the kind of transracial identification Karl seeks, which, despite being
eventually and begrudgingly accepted by the theater’s bureaucrats, is still suspect. The
identificatory practice Kafka stages is appropriative and suggests that interracial classbased solidarity only works in one direction. Although the theater claims to accept all who
apply to be a part of its massive ensemble, it is not clear if the utopian future that Kafka
has devised includes Black Americans or other people of color, and given the segregation
of artistic communities and the popularity of dehumanizing minstrel shows at this time, it
seems unlikely that this theater would have been an integrated one. Kafka’s lack of personal
experience in the United States meant that he relied on contemporary accounts by white
European travelers to approach American race relations, such as the aforementioned
Amerika: heute und morgen by Arthur Holitscher, who harshly condemns the color line as

der Scheidelinie zwischen Schwarz und Weiß, zwischen dem Menschen
und dem Nichtmenschen, in demselben Lande, in dem so viel Blut geflossen ist,
weil ein Amerikaner diese Unterscheidung nicht mehr ertragen konnte in seinem
großen Herzen. ––
Man braucht nach keinem Südstaat zu reisen, um diese Scheidelinie im
öffentlichen Leben und in der Seelenverfassung des Americanos wahrzunehmen.
Sie ist überall da und springt in die Augen. Im Norden und Süden, Osten und
Westen, beim niederen Volk und den höheren Schichten, bei Konservativen und –
– jawohl: ich werde sogleich erklären, warum, bei den Sozialisten. Man braucht
sein Ohr auch nicht allzu dicht auf das Herz des öffentlichen Lebens von Amerika
zu pressen, um zu hören, wie es für den Neger schlägt. Die wirkliche Gesinnung
des großen demokratischen Amerikas gegen sein Stiefkind, sein aufgedrängtes
Adoptivkind, sein Kuckuckskind, das mit anderer Farbe und trägerem Blut in die
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Familie getreten ist, schrillt jedem in die Ohren, der auch nur oberflächlich zu
horchen gewohnt ist. (360–61)

the dividing line, between Black and White, between human and nonhuman, in the same country where so much blood was spilled because one
American could no longer bear this distinction in his big heart. ––
One need not travel to a southern state to observe this dividing line in public
life and spirit of the Americano. It is present everywhere and stares you right in the
face. North or south, east or west, lowly folks or upper class, conservative or ––
even –– and I will explain why now –– socialist. One does not need to press his ear
too close to the heart of public life in America to hear how it beats for the N––––.
The true disposition of big, democratic America towards his step-child, his forced
adoptive child, his milkman’s child, who entered the family with another color and
lazier blood screams in every ear that is even superficially accustomed to listening.

Tying together some of Holitscher’s arguments from his book, it seems that he is convinced
that class-based solidarity does not exist across racial lines or extend towards recent
immigrants because white Americans whose families settled there even a few generations
ago are unwilling to advocate in the interest of anyone they think might threaten their
already meager economic means, whether that person is formerly enslaved or undesirable
immigrant. Turning back now to Karl’s unlikely act of transracial identification, though
the shifting definitions of whiteness in late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century
American culture meant that who was classified as white was constantly changing, as a
German migrant (by way of Prague), Karl would have been included in the white
category.60 The setting of a theater company already indicates that one must play a role to
be accepted, and Karl’s inclusion into the assemblage of the theater is predicated on his

60

Although Kafka insisted that Karl is not Jewish, it would have probably been more
believable, though certainly still problematic, to have presented a Jewish-Black claim of
solidarity and identification.
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being doubly-removed (losing both his name and his racial identity) from his true self, a
result of the repeated rejections and endless precarity that leaves him, heimatlos and
wandering, into an uncertain future.

3.5.4. “Ordentliche Juden fahren nach Amerika!” Fictions of Belonging in Vertlib’s
Zwischenstationen
Throughout Vertlib’s novel, America figures as a strongly desired yet unrealistic
alternative to the dangers in Israel and the lingering antisemitism in Austria. Unlike
Kafka’s protagonist, Vertlib’s comes to the U.S. with his parents, who seem ostensibly
invested in his success; however, there are still many challenges to the protagonist’s
successful integration and ability to call America home. Though the family is briefly able
to settle in the U.S., it is eventually forced to leave due to lack of legal resident status. This
section will consider the reasons for the protagonist’s inability to choose America as his
Wahlheimat and the ways in which his disenfranchisement is encoded structurally,
narratologically, and symbolically. The following close readings consider these issues
through the various ways in which the theme of storytelling and reading manifests itself
throughout the novel, both in terms of the times in which the focalizer gains narrative
agency and in his relationship with books, which I interpret as a symbol for the
protagonist’s agency (and lack thereof) within the storyworld.
It is important to note that unlike the lack of reference to Jewish identity in Kafka’s
text, here, the family’s Jewishness is an inextricable part of its identity, even though there
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is essentially no mention of religious practice or spirituality. In fact, the family’s
relationship with Judaism is fraught, to say the least. The family’s unhappiness in Israel,
despite receiving Israeli citizenship, stems from its secular lifestyle and the father’s desire
to continue to the West. Like many other Russian Jewish emigres to the U.S. for whom
Judaism was less an intentional religious practice and more a basis to be a target of
discrimination (Lewine), it seems that the protagonist’s family is largely areligious, which
is one of the reasons settling in Israel is challenging. Ironically, the family’s Jewishness
both helps and hurts the its chances of success outside of the Soviet Union; it is both why
they were discriminated against and why they were able (or forced) to leave to seek better
opportunities elsewhere. While the protagonist’s mother is more content to stay in Israel,
where they have legal standing, or in Austria, where it is easier for her to find work and
where they speak the language, the protagonist’s father has his mind set on America, which
he views as more progressive and safer for Jews due to its lack of Nazi history. The fact
that the father takes it upon himself to lead the family’s exodus to escape oppression may
be a reference to Moses’ leading the Jews out of Egypt, though the fact that he leads them
out of the promised land and does so partially out of a lack of religious conviction is ironic.
Yet, despite their best intentions, it is nearly impossible for the family to get to the
U.S.; from the ever-changing migration laws seemingly conspiring against them, to
religious discrimination (162), they are told “[n]o visas for people like you” time and again
(194). Nevertheless, the notion of the U.S.’s singularity as a homeland for the Jews is
shared by many of the characters inhabiting Vertlib’s storyworld. The Austrian rabbi, Rav
Pelzer, who helps them bribe the Consul General to obtain travel visas to the U.S., is
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convinced of America’s suitability for Jews: “»Ordentliche Juden fahren nach Amerika!«”
[upstanding Jews go to America] he remarks, calling Brookyln, “das eigentliche Zentrum
des Judentums,” [the true center of Judaism] and declaring “[a]uch Sie werden dort eine
neue Heimat finden«” [you’ll find a homeland there, too] (191, 192). After the protagonist
finally does arrive, he also becomes convinced of his family’s belongingness, reflecting
that “Amerika ist für die Starken da. Wir sind stark. […] Allen Bürokraten und rechtlichen
Hürden zum Trotz haben wir es geschafft, in dieses Land zu kommen. Wenn man an etwas
fest glaubt, tritt es auch ein” [America exists for the strong. We’re strong. […] We’ve
managed to come here despite all the bureaucrats and legal hurdles. If you believe
something hard enough, it will happen.] (196). His aspiration to self-identify as belonging
seems to play on tropes of both American exceptionalism and notions within Jewish
theology of belonging to a ‘chosen people.’ To be deemed worthy of belonging, one must
be strong, one has to have jumped through countless hoops, and one has to staunchly
believe in the American dream. This is a form of conditional acceptance, a precarious
existence that threatens to cease at any moment. For Jewish migrants to the U.S., it seems
that Jewishness is both an obstacle and a prerequisite to gain this provisional sense of
belonging. While Jewish organizations and the aforementioned rabbi help them get to
America, the expectations these devout interlocutors place on the family to maintain
acceptable levels of observance proves to be too much to bear. Reflecting on the real
sociohistorical context, expectations of religiosity and ‘backwardness’ were hurdles for
Russian Jewish immigrants to the U.S. (Lewine, AJC).
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One of the key features of the American chapters is that they are written using the
present tense, unlike the simple past tense employed by all of the proceeding chapters (with
the exception of the third chapter) and by the chapter directly following these two. Since
the American chapters are narrated in the present, the focalizer seems to be granted more
narrative agency and the focalizer/protagonist and narrator seem to meld together. This
increase of narrative agency coincides with both the protagonist’s migration to America
and his biological age––fourteen––which allows him to enjoy comparatively more
independence from his parents. In these more narratologically complex American chapters,
the focalizer seems to develop an intentionally aesthetic, self-aware narrative practice with
whimsical elements. Although the chapter is written in German like the rest of the book,
intradiegetically, this is also the first time the protagonist has been back in a Russianspeaking context––a Russian diasporic community in New York––since leaving the Soviet
Union as a child. The beginning of the first of two chapters taking place in the U.S.,
however, recalls a distinctly German-language canonical tradition: “An einem
Augustmorgen des Jahres 1980 wache ich früh auf” [On an August morning in 1980, I
wake up early] (187). This appears to be a reference to Kafka’s “Die Verwandlung,” and
the similarities between the two texts do not end there. Both Vertlib’s protagonist and
Kafka’s Gregor Samsa are confused but quickly realize that they are not dreaming;
compare “[p]lötzlich verstehe ich, daß es kein Traum ist” [suddenly I realize that it’s no
dream] (Vertlib 187) to “[e]s war kein Traum” [it was no dream] (Kafka 1). Gregor is
himself described as “ein Reisender” [a traveler] (1), matching Vertlib’s protagonist’s
perpetual state of being on the road, and both figures peer around their rooms to locate
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familiar posters on their respective bedroom walls (only Gregor succeeds). The narrator’s
inscription of himself within the narrative of one of the most famous Jewish writers in
German can hardly be a coincidence. Both texts can be thought of as presenting a sudden
outward change (of physical appearance, in Kafka’s text, and physical location, in
Vertlib’s) that reflects the protagonist’s ongoing dehumanization at the hands of his
parents’ expectations. This intertextual reference begins the most narratologically complex
chapter in the book, again showing that despite a lack of agency in affecting where his
family lives, he can impact his story in its narration.
The next chapter begins with the deported family’s encounter at the Austrian
passport control. The conversation with the border patrol goes as follows:

»Was wollte Sie überhaupt in Amerika – ohne gültige Papiere?« fragte der
Ältere. »Was haben Sie sich dabei gedacht?«
Mutter gab eine banale Antwort.
Ich war müde, wollte nur schlafen. Nichts mehr denken. Nichts mehr sagen.
Nichts mehr erklären müssen. (254)

“What in the world did you want in America – without legitimate papers?”
asked the elder [officer]. “What were you thinking?”
Mother gave a banal reply.
I was tired, just wanted to sleep. No more thinking. No more speaking. No
more having to explain.

The fact that this chapter is again narrated in the past tense and the narrator’s recapitulation
of his younger self’s narratorial fatigue seems to remove the focalizer’s temporary narrative
agency. America, which had figured as a utopian place of personal freedom, opportunity,
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and equality, has turned out to be merely another way station on a seemingly endless and
ultimately fruitless journey to find a Heimat that one can choose––and that chooses one
back.

3.6. Conclusion
Heimat, which the introduction to the Spiegel special issue had described as a basic
human right, is not equally accessible to all. This inaccessibility can occur because one is
excluded from the specific German concept due to one or more deviations from the norm,
which can invalidate one’s claim to subjectivity, mobility, and agency within the Germanlanguage hegemonic culture; it can also occur because the non-German Heimat is not
accessible due to sociopolitical factors. The perspectives of Keun’s, Kafka’s, and Vertlib’s
young protagonists, who have lost their Urheimat and are in search of a Wahlheimat,
trouble two fundamental and interrelated notions regarding Heimat: its function as a site
onto which nostalgic longing for childhood feelings of comfort and safety are projected
and its status as given and unchangeable. However, despite the protagonists’ attempts at
making a home in their new locale, their search for inclusion, acceptance, and belonging,
is inevitably restricted both by practical and logistical matters, such as travel visas and
work permits, and by the discrimination they face. Therefore, it seems that the reason
behind the inability to attain a Wahlheimat is not due to the inflexibility of the concept of
Heimat as such––indeed, the protagonists are more than willing to expand their selfconception of Heimat beyond their birth place––but rather because the concept of Wahl
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implies that, first, they, as multiply marginalized individuals, have the agency to decide
where they will make their homes, and, second, that they can control how they are treated
by the established residents and structures in their country of arrival. As devastating as
these various forms of disempowerment and exclusion prove, the characters continue to
seek alternate forms of belonging through play (Keun), performance (Kafka), and the world
of fiction (Vertlib).
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CHAPTER 4: Language Learning, Linguistic Agency, and Multilingual
Aesthetics

4.1. Introduction
In this chapter, I analyze the young protagonists’ experiences of language learning
and their development of linguistic agency and multilingual forms of expression. This
investigation considers both narratological and sociopolitical structures within and beyond
the texts in order to discover the various factors that cause the protagonists to butt up
against linguistic borders that do not allow them entry and the creative, playful, agentive,
subversive, humorous, and even violent or erotic steps they take to develop their
multilingual voices in spite of these externally imposed limitations. In proposition 5.6 of
Tractatus

Logico-Philosophicus

(1921),

Austrian-British

philosopher

Ludwig

Wittgenstein states: “Die Grenzen meiner Sprache bedeuten die Grenzen meiner Welt
(148; emphasis in the original) [“The limits of my language mean the limits of my world”
(149)]. While it is typical to focus on Wittgenstein’s notion of another language as another
world, I suggest, instead, that we focus not on the worlds, but on die Grenzen, the limits or
the borders. In Borderlands / La Frontera, Gloria Anzaldúa reflects on her multilingual,
multicultural childhood on the U.S.-Mexico border and characterizes gaining knowledge
itself as a form of border crossing. She writes:

Every increment of consciousness, every step forward is a travesía, a crossing. I am
again an alien in new territory. And again, and again. But if I escape conscious
awareness, escape “knowing,” I won’t be moving. Knowledge makes me more
aware, it makes me more conscious. “Knowing” is painful because after “it”
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happens I can’t stay in the same place and be comfortable. I am no longer the same
person I was before. (70)

Anzaldúa relates knowing and being with moving. When she gains knowledge, she must
move, but this movement brings her to yet another unknown space. Staying is not an option
either, as the powerful effect of knowledge, the feeling of discomfort, of knowing better,
makes inertia and immobility impossible. If the limits of your language are your borders
and crossing borders signifies a form of learning, then we can begin to think of language
learning as a form of border crossing and multilingual expression as a form of
epistemological, narrative, aesthetic, and performative liminality.
One of the aesthetic practices commonly used by the authors I consider are various
forms of translation, a topic of vital importance in German literary and book culture since
its beginnings. Translation has had important political and social implications; as Boris
Buden and Stefan Nowotny explain in their work on cultural translation, the Romantics
considered the act of improving and expanding the German language through linguistic
contact facilitated by literary translation “a commitment to the task of nation-building or,
in the German, to the task of Bildung, which we might understand as a sort of cultivation
in both the individual and the social sense” (199). Going further back in time, one need
only think of Martin Luther’s “Verdeutschung” or “Germanification” of the Bible in 1534.
Though Luther’s intention was to make the Bible accessible in the Volkssprache
[vernacular], the multiple and conflicting meanings of the prefix “ver” in Verdeutschung
might clue us into translation’s transformative potentialities. Verdeutschen could just as
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easily mean to “mis-German,” to “un-German,” to “re-German,” or to “German to
completion.” All of these meanings of “ver” stem from the Indogerman root “par,” meaning
“hinweg,” “away from here.” The Germanification of texts with non-German subtexts is
therefore a directional force, leading us outward, across, beyond, just as translation, in the
sense of the Latin “translatio,” is a carrying over from one place to another, a mobility and
mobilization of meaning. A place-based orientation of language is a contradiction in and
of itself; language is simultaneously rooted and movable, a complexity Cabrera and
Homem consider with regard to the life and work of Elias Canetti: “If ‘a language is a
place’ as the writer claimed, to live was for him to exist between languages and places,
thus being simultaneously everywhere and nowhere, perpetually (dis)placed” (5). They
continue:

Yet, this complex equation of language and place, which as discussed above,
transnational and extraterritorial writers like Canetti paradoxically both illustrate
and destabilize, is further complicated when analyzed in the light of processes that
aim at representing the notion of a place in an alien context and, more importantly,
through a language necessarily removed from the particularities of that specific
place. (Cabrera and Homem 5)

Thus, for writers for whom writing in German itself represents a form of mobility, their
literary production within German causes the language to travel and be transformed, even
as it simultaneously strengthens associations between the language and its indigenous
histories and geographies. Turning the metaphor around, translation studies scholar Susan
Bassnett has argued for an understanding of global mobility itself as a form of translation:
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Today the movement of peoples around the globe can be seen to mirror the very
process of translation itself, for translation is not just the transfer of texts from one
language into another, it is now rightly seen as a process of negotiation between
texts and between cultures, a process during which all kinds of transactions take
place mediated by the figure of the translator. (6)

Languages crossing borders results in both a shift of the borders themselves and a rearticulation of the grammar of their existence. This tension between language as stabilizer
versus destabilizer is not easily resolved and must be examined within the context of how
power relations are created within texts and their contexts. As Frances Giampapa
compellingly asserts with regard to the impact of multilingual experiences on identity:

Regardless of the particular spatial metaphor one chooses to adopt (e.g. position,
location, inside-out, global–local, third space […]) in the discussion of place,
politics, and identity, spatial metaphors not only express relations of power and
domination, but capture the potential for agency, that is, the possibility of moving
from the ‘margins’ (exclusion) to the ‘center’ (inclusion) or the reconfiguration
and/or establishment of other centers. (193)

Turning back to the notion of translation, in her work on culture as translation in a crosscultural framework, Doris Bachmann-Medick writes that “a translation perspective can
bring to light specific structures of difference: heterogeneous discursive spaces within a
society, internal counter-discourses, right up to the discursive forms of acts of resistance”
(“Translation – A Concept and Model” 31). With the exception of one author, the authors
analyzed in this chapter began their lives in non-German-speaking contexts: Elias Canetti
learned German beginning at age eight, and Emine Sevgi Özdamar, Yoko Tawada, and
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Saša Stanišić all learned German in adolescence or early adulthood; their protagonists’
processes of learning German feature significantly in these narratives, as well as many
examples of how their creative engagement with German moves the language into new
aesthetic realms. The other author, Irmgard Keun, presents her protagonist, Kully, a
German native speaker, throughout her process of learning several other languages, thus
creating a wholly multilingual childhood narrated primarily in the German language. 61 As
such, these authors and their protagonists might be seen as performing a bidirectional and
counter-discursive act of translation of the concept of the Bildungsroman, wherein the
concept of Bildung is brought into the authors’ and protagonists’ own cultural and linguistic
sphere while also providing an opportunity for the transformation of the notion of the
“original” German concept through this act of transcultural contact.
If it is the case, as Özdamar writes in her 1990 short story “Grossvaterzunge,” that
“[i]n der Fremdsprache haben Wörter keine Kindheit” (Mutterzunge 42), what are the
implications of an author writing a narrative about transnational childhood in a language
he or she learned in later childhood, as a teenager, or as a young adult? 62 According to

61

An analysis of multilingual author Franz Kafka and his multilingual protagonist Karl is
not included in this chapter due to what Catriona MacLeod describes as “the
overemphasized nonchalance with which Karl seems to learn English in the second book:
Karl approaches the task as if it were an activity as comparably straightforward as learning
to play the American national anthem on the piano, simply learning to play a new tune on
a familiar instrument” (“Lost and Found” 178).
62 In Writing Outside the Nation, Azade Seyhan employs a juxtaposition of Anzaldua and
Özdamar, and of Turkish-German and Chicano/a literatures, more generally, because “the
two ‘majority minorities’ of the United States and Germany, respectively, take their role in
the ‘cultural citizenship’ (Rosaldo) of their adopted homelands seriously” (19–20).
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Stanišić, asking such a question can have ideological implications. In his 2008 essay “Three
Myths of Immigrant Writing: A View from Germany,” he cautions against reading into a
non-native writer’s style for evidence of beneficiary results of multilingual experience:

Giving an immigrant author credit for every little language-game he tries is (to
exaggerate slightly) nothing more than another way to say, “Oh, look how well that
foreigner learned German.” Of course, moving without caution into a second
language can lead to beautiful results, through direct translations of phrases and
sayings, through structural transformations and rhythmical imitations and even
neologisms inspired by the first language. This is a good writing strategy, but only
if done in a meaningful and logical way, not just to create a “sound” or a “feeling.”
(“Three Myths”)

Though he correctly identifies common tropes in the reception of non-native writers that
may result in unfounded, inaccurate, and downright patronizing praise, I argue that all of
the authors analyzed in this chapter sufficiently “move without caution” to enact
“meaningful and logical” forms of multilingualism, and therefore must be analyzed as
multilingual, not as an empty accolade, but rather as a key aspect of their formal and
stylistic innovation, compelling us to focus on the aesthetic practices that shape the
language of their texts rather than on the authors’ pasts. Therefore, I like to consider how
these authors’ literary works push the limits of German-language narration by thematizing
the linguistic development of young protagonists coming of age in multilingual contexts.
Indeed, these protagonists are themselves positioned, both literally and figuratively,
at a number of borders––between the mother tongue and German (or, in the case of Keun’s
protagonist, between the mother tongue German and multiple other languages), between
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their home countries and Germany, and between childhood/adolescence and adulthood.
But I will avoid falling into the trap and trope of thinking of immigrant writers as being
perpetually stuck “between” two languages and cultures that supposedly battle internally.
Leslie Adelson describes this reductive form of interpretation as indefinitely suspending
migrant authors on an “imaginary bridge ‘between two worlds’ […] “designed to keep
discrete worlds apart as much as it pretends to bring them together” (“Against Between”
22). In employing Adelson’s concept of “against between,” I instead aim to foster an
interpretation of multilingual aesthetics as a means of proactively navigating and
negotiating borders that have been imposed externally. Such “narratives that originate at
border crossings,” to borrow a term from Azade Seyhan (4), dance along and across
linguistic borders to create what Birgit Kaiser describes as “liminal German” through an
“affirmative practice of crafting one language from different tongues” (970; 983). Steven
Kellman suggests considering exophonic writers within the frame of the “erotics of
translingualism,” arguing that “[w]riters who switch tongues—either by translating a text
into a different language or by composing original work in a language other than their
primary one—are the libertines of the literary world” (36). Aside from being multilingual,
these authors fulfill Yasemin Yildiz’s definition of postmonolingual by using a “range of
multilingual forms to bring German into contact with a series of other languages” and
thereby “resituat[ing] German itself in the process” (5-6).
In all of these cases, I analyze how the young protagonists’ initially limited
knowledge of German (and, in the case of Keun’s Kully, her engagement with learning
other languages) ironically pushes the fact of the text’s narration in German to the fore. By
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analyzing the protagonists’ experiences of migration and language learning in an
intersectional and narratological framework, I consider the expression and silencing of the
language(s) of experience vis-à-vis the language(s) of narration to explore the themes of
agency, power, subjectivity, and development. This discrepancy between the language of
childhood experience and the language of the narration affects these texts. First, it creates
another instance of epistemological inequality between focalizer and narrator, as the
focalizer and narrator literally do not speak the same language. Second, it underscores the
relationship between language and memory, a relationship of critical importance for
children growing up in varied linguistic contexts.
As will be seen in a series of close readings, these primarily monolingual,
predominantly German-language narratives provide insights into how language learning
affects the lives of their young travelers, migrants, and refugees by productively employing
the narrative tension between the language of narration and the additional languages of
experience. This chapter will use narratological, intercultural, and translation studies
concepts to bring two major insights to bear. First, the chapter will explore the power
relations that form through the language learning process and that can be reframed or
upturned through the protagonist’s development of linguistic agency. Second, it will
consider the in/visibility of the child protagonist and author’s native language(s) vis-à-vis
the in/visibility of the German language of narration and other foreign languages
encountered by the protagonist. As the primary language of narration for these texts is
German, it would seem obvious that German is the most visible language. However, though
the childhood experiences have been domesticated in the sense that they appear within the
297

German language, German is not always visible. These authors employ different strategies
to denaturalize and thus make visible the fact that these non-German experiences are
narrated in German.

4.2. Language Learning as Child’s Play in Keun’s Kind aller Länder (1938)
Keun’s novel features a protagonist whose native language is German and who
changes linguistic contexts very frequently as she and her family seek temporary refuge in
various countries. Her claims of linguistic prowess are frequent and casual to the point of
straining credibility and suggesting unreliable narration, as it is unlikely that she has
developed a high level of proficiency in French, Dutch, Polish, and other languages spoken
in the countries where she and her parents spend a few weeks or months. Yet she makes
such claims consistently, such as: “Der Mann spricht holländisch, dennoch kann ich ihn
fast immer verstehen” (70) [The man speaks Dutch, but even so I can almost always
understand what he says (60)]; and: “Meine Mutter konnte Polnisch nicht aussprechen.
Deshalb musste ich Polnisch lernen” (75) [My mother wasn’t able to pronounce Polish
very well, so I had to learn it for her (65)]. Through Kully’s eyes, language learning
changes from what may typically be understood as an arduous process to one of literal
child’s play.63 When she first arrives in Belgium, for example, the difference in her
linguistic knowledge compared to those around her makes it difficult to communicate with

63

Her apparent ease at learning various languages rivals the linguistic skills of the
protagonist of Kafka’s Amerika, who claims to have learned English practically overnight.
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others: “Ich hatte in Ostende zuerst keine Kinder zum Spielen, weil ich sie ja nicht
verstehen konnte, denn sie sprechen französisch. Ich aber konnte nur Deutsch und davon
hauptsächlich Kölsch” (8) [At first in Ostende I didn’t have any other children to play with,
because they spoke French and I couldn’t understand them. I only speak German, and most
of that is actually Kölsch (5-6)]. Shortly thereafter, though, Kully apparently experiences
a sudden linguistic breakthrough during a collaborative play activity with other children:

Bei dieser gemeinsamen Arbeit habe ich auf einmal Französisch gelernt, wir haben
gemeinsam aufgeregte Laute ausgestoßen. Ich war zu aufgeregt, mich vor den
Kindern zu genieren, plötzlich konnte ich sprechen wie sie. »Ça va«, haben sie
gesagt – »ça va, ça va«, habe ich gerufen. Ich weiß jetzt so viel französische Worte,
dass ich sie gar nicht zählen kann. Ich weiß nicht bei allen, was sie bedeuten, aber
das macht ja nichts. (12).

While we were working together, I suddenly learned French, and we all made
excited noises together. I was too excited to feel embarrassed in front of the other
children, and all at once I could speak as well as they could. ‘Ça va?’ they said. ‘Ça
va, ça va!’ I shouted back. Now I know more French words than I can count. I don’t
know what they all mean, but that doesn’t matter. (9)

At the beginning of the encounter, there is a pre-lingual exchange. She uses the word
“gemeinsam” to describe two communal activities: the children’s work and the excited
sounds they utter. This mirroring effect connects the physicality of the labor to the
physicality of language production emphasized by the verb “ausstoßen” [literally to push
or thrust out, colloquially to blurt out] as opposed to the more neutral “äußern” [to utter or
express] or the more speech-specific “aussprechen” [to pronounce, utter, or express]. Her
description of language learning is whimsical and almost animalistic; it is not tied to the
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acquisition of meaning. Rather, communication is achieved more primally, a call and
response of mutual acknowledgement tied to communal physicality. The statement “Ich
war zu aufgeregt, mich vor den Kindern zu genieren,” [I was too excited to feel
embarrassed in front of the other children] could be read as a description of her emotions
leading to an unexpected surprise––she was so nervous to embarrass herself and then,
luckily, she was suddenly able to talk. Or, it could be read as a cause and effect, in that her
nervousness and apprehensiveness was transformed into a positive result––a hail Mary
acquisition of language. In this interpretation, intercultural competence may not happen in
spite of precarity but, instead, as a direct result of it. Her chameleon-like ability (or
domesticatability) allows her to appear, or, rather, to sound like a native; however, the
Schein does not allow her access to the meaning of the words she reproduces. What we are
left with is a philosophical question: does the meaning of the words matter above the ability
to communicate? And a practical one: can one communicate at all if one does not know the
meaning of the words? For Kully, it appears that these questions are as unimportant as not
knowing the meanings of the words themselves: “das macht ja nichts” [that doesn’t matter].
Her status as a child allows her to access language differently than the adults in her
surroundings; this non-sense oriented access can be described as pre-linguistic or perhaps
“post-symbolic communication,” which computer scientist Jaron Lanier has defined as: “a
way to share experience by directly making it up instead of talking about it with symbols”
that creates “a kind of intimacy to it that will be charming and that will extend some of the
energy of childhood into the adult experience” (“Conversations with History). Therefore,
the non-referential form of communication Kully uses with other children is certainly not
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meaningless; it is a way for her to form bonds with children her own age––bonds that serve
as one of the only means of connection available to her as she navigates the precarity of
exile.
Unfortunately, as successful as her interactions with children are, her post-linguistic
communication strategy does not translate to her interactions with adults, and thus her
attempts at speaking foreign languages with them oftentimes prove to be less successful.
During one of the many times she is left alone in a restaurant by her parents after having
eaten a meal for which they are unable to pay, she must speak with the restaurant staff. She
cannot (and perhaps does not want) to explain what she is still doing there, yet she is forced
into the role of interlocutor. Despite allegedly sharing two languages, the conversation does
not go successfully:

Einer konnte Deutsch, das verstand ich nicht. Ich konnte Französisch, aber das
verstanden die nicht. Es waren ja keine Kinder. Ich habe nur verstanden: »Papa.«
Da habe ich auch gesagt: »Papa.« Und dann haben wir zusammen »Papa« gesagt.
(17)

One of them knew German, but I didn’t understand him. I tried my French, but they
couldn’t understand that, clearly because they weren’t children. I just understood
‘Papa’. So I too said ‘Papa’. And then we all said ‘Papa’ together. (14)

In an interesting parallel to the above scenario with the French-speaking children, we again
have a call and response scenario where the same words are being spoken by Kully and her
speech partner. However, there are marked differences in the depiction of this event.
301

Whereas, with the children, Kully described their mutual utterances as being spoken
“gemeinsam,” [mutually or communally] here Kully describes herself and the waiters as
saying the word “zusammen” [together]. Though this is a subtle distinction, the effect is
that the children’s linguistic encounter is mutual and communal, whereas the
intergenerational linguistic utterances occur simultaneously but do not constitute a shared
experience. Rather, the repetition of the word further underscores their mutual
unintelligibility. The matter of shared languages (though her claim to “know” French must
be viewed suspiciously, given her own admission of knowing sounds of words rather than
their meanings) does not allow them to communicate; the generational gap––and the
resulting power structure––is too wide for a shared language to bridge it.
Yet it appears that despite her unusual learning methods, she is able to communicate
in foreign languages with adults to a reasonable degree, even in French:

Dann zeigt sie mir, wie man Französisch schreibt, ich spiele auf ihrem Klavier, und
wir lachen zusammen. Zu meiner Mutter hat sie gesagt: »Oh, ma petite, ma chère
petite, ma belle petite – il ne faut jamais pleurer – qu’est ce que c’est – un homme?
Il faut rire, ma petite.«
Und weiter hat sie gesagt: »Ein guter Mann hat immer eine schlechte Frau
– und ein schlechter Mann hat immer eine gute Frau. Das muss so sein. Ich finde
es besser, eine gute Frau zu sein und einen schlechten Mann zu haben, denn mit
einem guten Mann ist man auch nicht glücklich, aber mit einem schlechten Mann
langweilt man sich wenigstens nicht.«
Meine Mutter konnte es nicht verstehen, darum musste ich es übersetzen.
Ich habe erwidert: »Mein Vater ist aber nicht schlecht.« (51).

Then she shows me how to write in French, and I play around on her piano, and we
laugh together. She once said to my mother: ‘Oh, ma petite, ma chère petite, ma
belle petite – il ne faut jamais pleurer. Qu’est-ce que c’est – un homme? Il faut rire,
ma petite.’
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And she went on to say: ‘A good husband always has a bad wife – and a
bad husband always has a good wife. It has to be that way. I think it’s better to be
a good wife and to have a bad husband, because a good husband won’t make you
happy either, but at least with a bad husband you won’t be bored.’
My mother couldn’t understand that, so I had to translate it. Then I said:
‘But my father’s not a bad man.’ (43–44)

The narration of this scene is interesting in its multilingual character and what it reveals
about Kully's linguistic understanding, on the one hand, and naiveté about the adult world,
on the other. Kully seems to already be proficient in French and learns from the woman
how to write in the language, whereas the French-speaking woman and Kully's mother
cannot communicate on their own, and instead rely on Kully's French-German
interpretation. The woman's remarks to Kully's mother appear, ironically, untranslated in
the original French. For the (non French-speaking) reader, this functions to reproduce
Kully's mother's estrangement from the French words being uttered to her. The next few
sentences appear in German, but would have diegetically been uttered by the woman in
French. Making these words appear in German suggests that Kully does indeed understand
their meaning. Yet Kully's understanding of the semantic meaning of the original French
does not allow her to understand or accept the deeper meaning behind the woman's
remarks. Thus, rather than translate the meaning and facilitate the communication between
her mother and the woman, Kully rejects the woman's message and refuses to translate.
Ironically, the appearance of the words in German does away with the necessity of
translation for the reader, despite Kully's diegetic refusal to perform the act of translation,
which would have allowed interlingual communication to occur. Kully thus asserts her
linguistic agency in her refusal to translate, yet this refusal does not extend into the realm
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of narrative agency; the words are able to be understood by the reader through the
intervening act of narratorial translation in which the words that would have been spoken
in French appear for the reader in German.
Kully’s linguistic disagreement with adult speakers extends beyond content into
their fixation on polite discourse that meets a set of standards that appears, to her mind, to
be arbitrary. She remarks:

Man lernt in einem neuen Land zuerst immer Worte, die mein Vater unanständig
findet, die ich nicht aussprechen darf. Doch ist es schade, wenn man von den
wenigen Worten, die man hat, welche abgeben soll. Dabei werden die Leute immer
dann nett und fröhlich, wenn ich unanständige Worte sage. (76)

In a new country the first words I learn are ones my father thinks are indecent, and
I’m not meant to say them. But it’s a pity to have to give up any of the very few
words at your disposal. And when I’ve said them, people have always looked at me
extra fondly. (65)

Ironically, it is her role as a child that allows her to use words that are “unanständig”
[indecent] in polite society, though the words are considered especially “unanständig”
precisely because she is a child. The humor that is derived by her interlocutors from hearing
a child use inappropriate language will be a theme that arises again in the analysis of
Stanišić’s novel later in this chapter. Her argument––that it is unfortunate to give away half
the words in a new language when, as a language learner, one already has very few––
provides a humorous context into the nevertheless difficult experience of linguistic
precarity, when communication, however fleeting and however “unanständig,” provides a
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vital form of sustenance that the language learner craves. Her reflection on the arbitrariness
of adults’ linguistic standards continues immediately following the prior quotation during
a discussion with Mr. Krabbe, her father’s manager, whom she is supposed to be sweettalking, so that he does not realize how far behind her father is in his writing obligations:

Herr Krabbe hat mir jetzt in Amsterdam auch ein unanständiges
holländisches Wort verboten, da habe ich mit ihm gesprochen.
»Herr Krabbe, ist meine Spucke anständig, solange sie in meinem Mund
ist?«
»Ja.«
»Herr Krabbe, ist meine Spucke unanständig, wenn ich sie hier auf den
Tisch spucke?«
»Jawohl. Die Spucke und du.«
»Herr Krabbe, ist es unanständig, wenn ich Spucke sage?«
»Vielleicht wäre Speichel besser.«
»Ist Speichel dasselbe wie Spucke?«
»Ja.«
»Herr Krabbe, wenn ich meinen Speichel auf den Tisch spucke, ist er dann
auch unanständig?«
»Ja.«
»Herr Krabbe, wenn mein Speichel auf dem Tisch unanständig ist, und
wenn das Wort Speichel anständig ist, warum ist denn dann überhaupt ein Wort
unanständig?«
»Verdammt noch mal, ich habe genug. Meinetwegen kannst du so viel
unanständige Worte sagen, wie du willst.«
»Herr Krabbe, warum ist gespuckter Speichel eigentlich unanständig?«
»Er ist überhaupt nicht unanständig, du bist unanständig, Spucke gehört
nicht auf den Tisch, weil sie ihn schmutzig macht. Außerdem ist es eine
Schweinerei.«
»Herr Krabbe, bei gespuckter Spucke bin ich unanständig, aber bei
gesagter Spucke bin ich nicht unanständig, denn dann ist es doch nur ein Wort.«
»Ach Gott, Kind! Nur ein Wort! Was weißt du von Worten!«
»Ich weiß doch so viele unanständige Worte, Herr Krabbe.« (76–77)

Just now in Amsterdam Herr Krabbe told me not to say a certain indecent
Dutch word, so I decided I had better talk to him.
‘Herr Krabbe, is my spit decent so long as it’s in my mouth?’
‘Yes.’
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‘Herr Krabbe, is my spit indecent if I spit it on the table here?’
‘Yes. Your spit is, and you are.’
‘Herr Krabbe, is it indecent if I say “spit”?’
‘“Saliva” might be considered better.’
‘Is saliva the same as spit?’
‘Yes.’
‘Herr Krabbe, if I spit my saliva on the table, is that still indecent?’
‘Yes.’
‘Herr Krabbe, if my saliva on the table is indecent and the word “saliva” is
decent, what makes a word indecent?’
‘Goddamnit, I’ve had enough of this. I don’t care – you can use all the bad
language you like.’
‘Herr Krabbe, why is saliva that I’ve spat out indecent anyway?’
‘It’s not indecent at all, it’s you who are indecent. Spit doesn’t belong on
the table, because it makes it dirty. Anyway spitting is disgusting.’
‘Herr Krabbe, if I spit spit I’m indecent, but if I say “spit” I’m not
indecent, because surely it’s just a word?’
‘Oh, child! Just a word! What do you know about words!’
‘I know lots of bad words, Herr Krabbe.’ (65–66)

It is actually unclear what Dutch word Krabbe has forbidden, as the entire conversation
proceeds, at least on the level of narration, in German, and the distinction between
“Spucke” and “Speichel” seems specific enough to suggest that the conversation was also
occurring diegetically in German, rather than Dutch. Kully’s challenge to Krabbe’s
conventional understanding of appropriate versus inappropriate language hinges on the
distinction between words and actions, and also the distinction between synonyms that
cause adult speakers to make choices based on conventions of diction. Kully’s rejection of
the distinctions between words and actions is also a reaction against the belief that what
she does with her mouth––whether that is producing words or producing spit––should be
considered inappropriate. Her self-assured resistance to Krabbe’s normative expectations
of how one should behave and speak in public is met with his skepticism based on her age
and perceived naïveté. Her response that she knows many inappropriate words effectively
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wins the debate. Yet it also subtly underscores the fact that Kully has much more access to
language learning when it involves picking up the odd (inappropriate) phrase from adult
speakers, rather than the productive mutual exchange with children her own age. However,
it seems that Kully’s success with using post-symbolic communication in those interactions
has allowed her to develop into a confident communicator, even as she is told that she does
not understand or is not understood by the adults around her. Her insistence that she have
the freedom to express herself using whatever means necessary––regardless of if her
language is considered correct, polite, or even comprehensible––is a powerful act of
linguistic agency, and one that connects her once again to her literary antecedent, Mignon.

4.3. The Erotics of Language Learning in Canetti’s Die gerettete Zunge (1979)
In this section, I consider the protagonist’s language learning experiences against
the backdrop of the multilingual environment of his early childhood and how his language
use changes as he develops and comes of age. Although several of these passages could
have also been analyzed in the chapter on formal and informal education, I have instead
chosen to treat them here, as they pertain specifically to language acquisition; however,
they also relate to my earlier treatment of Canetti in the education chapter, and as such,
should be read in conjunction with each other. As will be argued, the protagonist’s primary
language teachers are women and his mastery of several languages takes the shape of a
reactionary masculine assertion of linguistic and narrative agency.
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As noted in the introduction to this chapter, the majority of the child focalizers of
these texts, as non-German speakers, are narrated within a linguistic context they
themselves do not (yet) understand. Therefore, a common technique in which the German
linguistic context is made visible is when the narrator emphasizes scenarios in which
German is spoken by characters in the diegesis and the child protagonist’s understanding
of and participation in this discourse are limited. These scenarios also often highlight the
process of learning German. Canetti’s Die gerettete Zunge is an excellent example of this
set of themes and further supports the analysis of the narrator’s response to the child
protagonist’s lack of knowledge, as presented in chapter one of this dissertation, as it is the
depiction of another lack of knowledge the child focalizer exhibits at the beginning of the
book: an understanding of German. The German language plays a formative role in the
protagonist’s life even before he can speak it. The Sephardic-Bulgarian community in
which Canetti spent his early years considered German to be the language of high culture,
medicine, literature, and art. Canetti’s parents, who met as young adults in Vienna, spoke
German to each other in the German language—“ihre geheime Sprache” (35) [“their secret
language” (24)] that only the two of them could understand and “wovon ich nichts
verstehen durfte” (17) [which I was not allowed to understand (10)]. Canetti describes how
he longed to enter the secret world of his parents’ love affair, which they created in the
German language, which Kramsch aptly describes as the “language of intimacy” and
“symbolic of the love” between Canetti’s parents (4). The child protagonist desperately
longs to be included within this linguistically derived special partnership, and, despite his
parents’ his attempts to keep him from learning it, persists:
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Ich fand heraus, daß der Vater einen Namen für die Mutter hatte, den er nur
gebrauchte, wenn sie deutsch sprachen. Sie hieß Mathilde, und er nannte sie Mädi.
Einmal stand ich im Garten, verstellte, so gut ich es vermochte, meine Stimme und
rief laut ins Haus hinein: »Mädi! Mädi!« […] Da stand die Mutter ratlos und fragte
mich, ob ich den Vater gesehen hätte. Es war ein Triumph für mich, daß sie meine
Stimme für die des Vaters gehalten hatte, und ich hatte die Kraft, die Sache, die sie
ihm als unbegreiflich gleich nach seiner Heimkehr erzählte, für mich zu behalten.
(35)

I found out that my father had a name for my mother which he used only
when they spoke German. Her name was Mathilde, and he called her Mädi. Once,
when I was in the garden, I concealed my voice as well as I could, and called loudly
into the house: “Mädi! Mädi!” […] My mother stood there perplexed and asked me
whether I had seen Father. It was a triumph for me that she had mistaken my voice
for his, and I had the strength to keep my secret, while she told him about the
incomprehensible event as soon as he came home. (24)

In this passage, the use of German between his parents is described as a performative act,
allowing them to create alternate identities, evinced here by the father’s invocation of the
mother’s German name. In his first ever diegetic utterance of a German word, the child can
imitate his father’s voice and thus perform German, momentarily simulating the
relationship his father shares with his mother. His use of German in early childhood is
subversive, secretive, and if read through a psychoanalytic lens, sexually charged, as the
son appears as a rival to his father for his mother’s affection. That he hides his actual
identity reveals that he is aware of the power and potential danger of his performance.
Later in life, the child’s lack of German linguistic prowess is redeemed in a way
that differs from the redemption offered in the passage analyzed in the first chapter, which
was achieved by narratorial commentary. The redemption in this passage is experienced
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both diegetically and extratextually. First, when Canetti’s father unexpectedly dies, he
becomes an ersatz partner for his mother intellectually, emotionally, and linguistically, a
role that is foreshadowed by the passage above. 64 Second, redemption is also achieved by
the reader’s extratextual knowledge, namely, that the memoir itself is written in German.
The reasoning for this is that German becomes not only the narrator’s primary language of
his present; it becomes the primary language for remembering his multilingual, nonGerman past:

Zu uns Kindern und zu allen Verwandten und Freunden sprachen sie spanisch. Das
war die eigentliche Umgangssprache, allerdings ein altertümliches Spanisch, ich
hörte es auch später oft und habe es nie verlernt. Die Bauernmädchen zu Hause
konnten nur Bulgarisch, und hauptsächlich mit ihnen wohl habe ich as auch gelernt.
Aber da ich nie in eine bulgarische Schule ging und Rustschuk mit sechs Jahren
verließ, habe ich es sehr bald vollkommen vergessen. Alle Ereignisse jener ersten
Jahre spielten sich auf spanisch oder bulgarisch ab. Sie haben sich mir später zum
größten Teil ins Deutsche übersetzt. Nur besonders dramatische Vorgänge. Mord
und Totschlag sozusagen und die ärgsten Schrecken, sind mir in ihrem spanischen
Wortlaut geblieben, aber diese sehr genau und unstörbar. Alles übrige, als das
meiste, und ganz besonders alles Bulgarische, wie die Märchen, trage ich deutsch
im Kopf. (17)

To us children and to all relatives and friends, they spoke Ladino. That was the true
vernacular, albeit an ancient Spanish, I often heard it later on and I’ve never
forgotten it. The peasant girls at home knew only Bulgarian, and I must have
learned it with them. But since I never went to a Bulgarian school, leaving Ruschuk
at six years of age, I very soon forgot Bulgarian completely. All events of those
first years were in Ladino or Bulgarian. It wasn’t until much later that most of them
were rendered into German within me. Only especially dramatic events, murder
64

As Kellman notes, his father’s death is narrated as being the result of his mother’s
linguistic infidelity: “One of the most dramatic instances of translingualism conceived as
adultery occurs in the memoirs of Elias Canetti, who wrote in German, his mother’s tongue,
though he spoke Ladino, Bulgarian, English, and French first. Canetti claims that his
father’s sudden, fatal heart attack was a direct result of his mother’s linguistic adultery”
(40).
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and manslaughter so to speak, and the worst terrors have been retained by me in
their Ladino wording, and very precisely and indestructibly at that. Everything else,
that is, most things, and especially anything Bulgarian, like the fairy tales, I carry
around in German. (10)

The child protagonist grew up in a multilingual environment in which Bulgarian was
spoken by the general population, while Ladino was spoken by the Sephardic Jewish
community of which his family was a part. Being a member of a minority population, the
protagonist learned the majority language; yet, despite being the language of the majority,
the way in which the language is described suggests that he assigns it little importance. It
is a language spoken by “Bauernmädchen zu Hause,” whose inferiority is implied by their
monolingualism, their low social status, and their female gender. This language is easily
replaced in Canetti’s adult mind, despite the fact that his childhood self enjoyed the tales
these girls shared with him. Their stories have stayed with him but were translated into
German, a process that he describes as having occurred passively within his mind: “Sie
[die Märchen] haben sich mir später zum größten Teil ins Deutsche übersetzt” [literally:
they [the fairy tales] had later largely translated themselves for me into German]. By being
translated into a language these girls do not understand, the narrator is able to assert
linguistic and narrative agency over this content.
While it is only logical that memories that occurred in a language he is no longer
able to speak have been translated in his mind into German, he reveals that, aside from the
most dramatic (and, possibly, traumatic) events, almost everything that occurred in his
early childhood in Ladino––a language he is still able to speak as an adult––has also been
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translated into German. The narrator himself wonders how this process has occurred but
admits to have no clear answer:

Wie das genau vor sich ging, kann ich nicht sagen. Ich weiß nicht, zu
welchem Zeitpunkt, bei welcher Gelegenheit dies oder jenes sich übersetzt hat. Ich
bin der Sache nie nachgegangen, vielleicht hatte ich eine Scheu davor, das
Kostbarste, was ich an Erinnerung in mir trage, durch eine methodisch und nach
strengen Prinzipien geführte Untersuchung zu zerstören. Ich kann nur eines mit
Sicherheit sagen: Die Ereignisse jener Jahre sind mir in aller Kraft und Frische
gegenwärtig – mehr als sechzig Jahre habe ich mich von ihnen genährt –, aber sie
sind zum allergrößten Teil an Worte gebunden, die ich damals nicht kannte. Es
scheint mir natürlich, sie jetzt niederzuschreiben, ich habe nicht das Gefühl, daß ich
dabei etwas verändere oder entstelle. Es ist nicht wie die literarische Übersetzung
eines Buches von einer Sprache in die andere, es ist eine Übersetzung, die sich von
selbst im Unbewußten vollzogen hat, und da ich dieses durch übermäßigen
Gebrauch nichtssagend gewordene Wort sonst wie die Pest meide, mag man mir
seinen Gebrauch in diesem einen und einzigen Falle nachsehen. (18)

I cannot say exactly how this happened. I don’t know at what point in time,
on what occasion, this or that translated itself. I never probed into the matter;
perhaps I was afraid to destroy my most precious memories with a methodical
examination based on rigorous principles. I can say only one thing with certainty:
The events of those years are present to my mind in all their strength and freshness
(I’ve fed on them for over sixty years), but the vast majority are tied to words that
I did not know at that time. It seems natural to me to write them down now; I don’t
have the feeling that I am changing or warping anything. It is not like the literary
translation of a book from one languagz [sic!] to another, it is a translation that
happened of its own accord in my unconscious, and since I ordinarily avoid this
word like the plague, a word that has become meaningless from overuse, I
apologize for employing it in this one and only case. (10)

In this passage, Canetti raises several fascinating issues regarding the interaction between
memory, language, and narrative. In the narrator’s experience, language can untraceably
give way to another language without concerted effort or intention. Indeed, the effort to
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uncover the secrets behind this process would do more harm to the memories than the
linguistic alteration itself. Although he is aware of the fact that his memories are encoded
in a language he was unable to speak at the time in which these experiences took place, he
insists that this re-encoding was not an aesthetic choice, but rather a trick of the
unconscious mind, although this is a claim that can certainly be questioned. Canetti’s text,
as a memoir, wears the guise of being ostensibly less aestheticized than the other texts I
analyze throughout this dissertation, which are works of fiction, despite the fact that these
fictional works may also draw from the authors’ real-life experiences. By simultaneously
underscoring the veracity of his memories and the fallibility of the brain’s capacity to hold
onto the language of experience (except in extreme instances), Canetti explodes the limits
of translinguisitic and metalinguistic narration. When narrating experiences that did not
occur in German auf Deutsch, Canetti concedes the linguistic mismatch but does not admit
inaccuracy. Behind the German language of narration lie the hidden traces of Ladino,
Bulgarian, English, and other languages of early childhood experience; yet, according to
Canetti, this does not make the memories less urgent, or their narration less candid.
At the same time during which Canetti practices reading with his father, he begins
attending school. He develops a crush on a girl whose name, Mary Handsome, astonishes
him, because “ich wußte nicht, daß Namen etwas bedeuten könnten” (58) [“I didn’t know
that names can mean anything” (45)]. His infatuation with her is acted out both physically
and verbally as he learns new words in his new language to accompany his feelings, as
seen in the following examples (note: all of the passages from the German version are listed
first, followed by all of the passages from the English translation):
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Das Wort ›good-bye kiss‹, das sie gebrauchte, während sie sich heftig abwandte,
machte einen tiefen Eindruck auf mich […]
»Little Mary is my sweetheart! Little Mary is my sweetheart! Little Mary is my
sweetheart!« […]
Das Wort ›sweetheart‹ hatte ich von der Gouvernante selbst. […] Ich fragte, was
das Wort ›sweetheart‹ bedeute, und alles, was ich erfuhr, war, daß unser
Stubenmädchen Edith ein ›sweetheart‹, einen Schatz, habe. Was man damit tue?
Man küsse ihn, so wie sie den kleinen Georgie. Das hatte mich ermutigt, und ich
war mir keiner Schuld bewußt, als ich vor der Gouvernante mein Triumphlied
anstimmte. (59–60)

The word “goodbye kiss,” which she used as she vehemently turned away, made a
deep impression on me […]
“Little Mary is my sweetheart! Little Mary is my sweetheart! Little Mary is my
sweetheart!”
I had gotten the word “sweetheart” from the governess herself. […] I asked what
the word “sweetheart” meant, and all I found out was that our aid Edith had a
“sweetheart,” a boyfriend. What did you do with that? You kissed him, the way the
governess kissed little Georgie. That had encouraged me, and I was not aware of
any wrongdoing when I intoned my chant of triumph in the governess’s presence.
(45–46)

The young boy’s exposure to the words in this new language causes him to enact the
physical deeds that they require so that he can fully understand them. His desire to kiss
Mary is closely connected to his desire to use the language that encodes this desire. His
physical actions, therefore, are the result of a need to say the word—regardless of how
undesired his actions are by the recipient, Mary. His embodiment of the English language
causes him to act out the language’s demands in sexual ways. Canetti’s linguistic practice
shares aspects with Kully’s post-symbolic communicative acts, particularly the joy they
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both derive from repeating the words they hear and the “indecent” physicality of their
production. Putting Keun’s and Canetti’s texts in conversation with each other helps us to
see two further points of connection: first, that Canetti’s protagonist is seeking the same
sort of intimacy that Kully is able to find with children her own age, albeit in a more sexual
form, and second, that Kully’s status as a girl causes her “inappropriate” yet asexual
communication to be policed as harshly as Canetti’s protagonist’s eroticized speech.
From a narratological standpoint, note the unusual use of the mood indirekte Rede
[indirect speech] in the instructions that introduces the narrative strategy of erlebte Rede65:
“Was man damit tue? Man küsse ihn, so wie sie den kleinen Georgie.” The distance created
by this switch in narrative positioning by ascribing the thoughts of the focalizer to the third
person creates a distinction between the identities of the narrating and experiencing selves;
rather than merely creating the distance between these two selves (that form one whole)
through the use of different grammatical tenses, here, presenting the thoughts of the
focalizer are distanced through the skeptical reporting of the narrated monologue that
follows the train of thought of the child focalizer. After his repeated quests to kiss Mary
upset her greatly, he receives a verbal rebuke from her mother, Mrs. Handsome. As it turns
out, this scolding is even sweeter than the kiss itself:

an [Mrs. Handsome] gefiel mir alles, nicht nur die Wangen, besonders gefiel mir
ihre Sprache. Englisch hatte in dieser Zeit, als ich zu lesen began, eine
unwiderstehliche Wirkung auf mich, und eine Rede, in der ich eine so wichtige
Rolle spielte, hatte mir noch niemand auf Englisch gehalten. (60)

65

See chapter one of this dissertation for further discussion of this technique.
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I liked everything about her, not only her cheeks, I especially liked the way she
spoke. At this time, when I was starting to read, English had an irresistible effect
on me, and no one had ever used English to deliver such a speech to me in which I
played such an important part. (46)

When he sees Mrs. Handsome take such strong control over the English language, he
redirects his affection towards her. It is the interaction with and within the language––even
as it is verbally punishing him in its harsh motherly tone, reminding of his own complex
relationship to German vis-à-vis his own mother––that piques his interest most. Language,
domination based on complex gender and age stratifications, and physical gratification
continue to form a consistent trend in the narrative, even beyond the particularly charged
example of German.
This English-language encounter reminds the protagonist of an earlier sexualized
linguistic encounter that occurred in Ladino when he was a very young child:

Ich habe später über diese junge Liebe nachgedacht, die ich nie vergaß, und eines
Tages fiel mir das erste spanische Kinderlied ein, das ich in Bulgarien gehört hatte.
Ich wurde noch auf dem Arm getragen und ein weibliches Wesen näherte sich mir
und sang »Manzanicas coloradas, las que vienen de Stambol« – »Äpfelchen rote,
die kommen von Stambol«; dabei kam sie mit dem Zeigefinger meiner Backe
immer näher und stieß ihn plötzlich fest hinein. Ich quietschte vor Vergnügen, sie
nahm mich in die Arme und küßte mich ab. Das passierte so oft, bis ich das Lied
selber singen lernte. Dann sang ich es mit, es war mein erstes Liedchen, und alle,
die mich zum singen bringen wollten, trieben dieses Spiel mit mir. Vier Jahre später
fand ich meine eigenen Äpfelchen in Mary wieder, die kleiner war als ich, die ich
immer ›klein‹ nannte, und ich wundere mich, daß ich den Finger nicht in ihre
Wange stieß, bevor ich sie küßte (60–1).
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Subsequently, I thought about this young love, which I never forgot, and one day I
recollected the first Ladino children’s song that I had heard in Bulgaria. I was still
carried around in people’s arms and a female approached me, singing: “Manzanicas
coloradas, las que vienen de Stambol” (Little apples, red, red apples, those that
come from Istanbul). Her forefinger came close and closer to my cheek, suddenly
giving it a solid poke. I squealed pleasurably, she took me in her arms and hugged
and kissed me. It happened over and over, until I learned to sing the song myself.
Then I sang it along with her, it was my first song, and everyone who wanted me
to sing played that game with me. Four years later, I found my own little apples in
Mary, she was smaller than I, I always called her “little,” and I’m only surprised
that I didn’t poke my finger in her cheek before kissing it. (46–47)

In this passage, the narrator Canetti portrays real and imagined interactions with two female
figures at two different points in the past. In the first interaction, a young woman, likely a
caregiver, is merely described as “ein weibliches Wesen,” [translated above as “a female”
but literally “a female being” or “creature”] depersonalizing her and defining her primarily
by her female gender. Her singing forms a linguistic, aesthetic, and sensual experience for
him, as the Ladino lyrics about red apples are matched by the woman’s physical act of
lovingly, yet quite aggressively, poking the young child in his cheek. The word “Liedchen”
[little song] suggests the near homonym “Liebchen” [beloved] and the protagonist’s
pleasurable squeals in reaction to her kisses and embrace can be described as sexual; the
language learning experience is thus closely coupled with this physical gratification.
Importantly, the physical act of her poking ends after he learns how to sing the song on his
own, again emphasizing the need for physical embodiment during the language learning
process and yet the status of the language learner as disempowered in this physical
exchange until the new word has been mastered. The fact that this event occurs over and
over recalls the repetitiveness of the memoir’s first scene during which the protagonist’s
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tongue was about to be cut off, yet it replaces terror with gratification. The protagonist
grows from a recipient of the song to its singer and then finds his own “little apple” in
Mary, whom his description goes at great lengths to describe as diminutive. When he thinks
of Mary, despite her being in an English-speaking context rather than a Ladino one, he
remembers the feeling of being poked and realizes he should be doing the poking (the
finger as substitute for the phallus in this scenario certainly cannot be ignored).
The interaction between the English- and Ladino-language contexts within this
primarily German-language narration shows how, in the mind of a truly multilingual
thinker and writer, it is impossible to stop such associations, because they effortlessly and
unwittingly cross linguistic borders. Kramsch might remark that this is an example of how
multilingual writers do not merely use many languages in their everyday lives and in their
writing. Rather, they

live these languages with a particular intensity, because they are associated with
events and emotions that they have experienced in those languages. They are able
to express these experiences in ways that remind many of their readers of the close
link between semiotic code and affective reality. (3)

Canetti’s various languages are inextricably interwoven in his mind and the link between
the semiotic code and the body is also inextricable. The way the language imparts meaning
on the body becomes an essential part of the meaning of the language. Just as an experience
lived in English has a particular untranslatable resonance for the author, so, too, does the
physical state in which the language was experienced. Individual words in that language or
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the feeling of the language as a whole can thus each language has its own sense of
physicality.
As discussed in chapter two of this dissertation, Canetti’s experience of learning
German from his mother was traumatic yet can also be interpreted as being narrated using
sadomasochistically charged, eroticized, and physicalized language. He describes the
process of learning German using words invoking the pain: “Die schlimmsten Leiden,”
“unter Hohn und Qualen,” and “Terror,” with German becoming “eine spät und unter
wahrhaftigen Schmerzen eingepflanzte Muttersprache” (87–90). Kramsch does an
interesting reading of this process in which she regards the metaphor of the “eingepflanzte
Muttersprache” as a

striking oxymoron […] able to capture the paradox of language as both nature and
nurture, as a source of both happiness and pain. The drastic condensation of the
metaphor “mother tongue as implant” expresses with poetic clarity his ambivalent
feelings vis-a-vis this “mother” tongue—a tongue “set free” as he chose to title his
memoirs. (3)

While I agree with Kramsch’s categorization of the metaphor as an oxymoron, and
appreciate her reflection on the conflicting aspects of nature and nurture in the passage, it
is important to point out that the pun that occurs on the two English meanings of “tongue”
that does not exist in German, a language in which the “tongue” of the title is “die gerettete
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Zunge” whereas the German word for mother tongue is “die Muttersprache.”66 While the
reading is tempting and potentially valid, it does not stand up to a monolingual (German)
interpretation. However, as an English speaker, Canetti certainly may have had this pun in
mind when he titled his book.
Reflecting on these various examples, it can be summarized that women are
consistently the protagonist’s language teachers and linguistic interlocutors––from his
mother, to his teacher in England, to this anonymous young woman, and little Mary. Yet,
despite featuring prominently in the narrative for their contributions to his linguistic
development, the women portrayed by the narrator are routinely sexualized, objectified,
minimized, and anonymized. This clear gender dynamic emphasizes the sensual and
affective relationship between language learner and teacher. While teachers typically have
the upper hand, the narrator goes to great lengths to assert his dominance over these
women, even if only by asserting his narrative and linguistic agency in the present where
it was not possible in the past. This reversal troubles the supposed authority of adults over
children––and fluent speakers over non-fluent speakers––when those adults are gendered
as women and the child is gendered as male, further complicating the interaction and
intersection of identificatory factors with regard to language.

66

To my knowledge, the word “Mutterzunge” did not exist in the German language until
Emine Sevgi Özdamar invented it in her 1990 short story collection. The Turkish language
has a direct equivalent to the English term, “ana dili.”
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4.4. Performative Bilingualism in Özdamar’s Karawanserei
Much has been made of Özdamar’s linguistic practice, such as her tendency to
directly translate Turkish idiomatic expressions into German, which Birgid Kaiser
describes as acts of “imaginative, poetic labour” that “diffract German through Turkish.”
Karawanserei, portrays the life of a Turkish girl from the time before her birth in 1946
until around age eighteen, when she departs for Germany. The young adult’s eventual
migration is prefigured, as Margaret Littler notes, by a childhood spent moving from
Anatolian peripheries to more central locations within Turkey as her parents sought
increased financial stability, which itself was a common path for individuals who would
eventually become so-called guest workers in Germany. 67 This child protagonist has to
reconcile her family’s tumultuous trajectory from Malatya to Bursa to Istanbul with many
pitstops in between, with her need for stability amidst a backdrop of rapid modernization
within a country that was founded only twenty-three years prior to her birth. Due to this
journey of inner migration, caused by her parents’ relentless attempt at upward and
westward mobility, it would be overly simplistic to depict the protagonist’s childhood as
occurring linguistically within a single form of Turkish. Indeed, dialect and accent,
especially as they trace onto minority ethnic and religious identities, are an important
aspect of the child’s Bildung, as her mother urges her to relinquish local speech patterns
for the big city standard. Thus, Özdamar presents the internal variations of the Turkish
language, with the child already being fluent in multiple dialects long before she begins

67

For an overview of the economics of Turkish labor migration to West Germany, see
Mehmet Uca’s Workers' Participation and Self-Management in Turkey: An Evaluation of
Attempts and Experiences (162–67).
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learning German in early adulthood, a process which is not portrayed diegetically until the
novel’s 1998 sequel, Die Brücke vom goldenen Horn.
But despite the protagonist not yet knowing German, her early years are narrated
in that language. The discrepancy between the language of experience and the language of
narration creates interesting moments of tension when a word or two of Turkish slips in,
which happens quite frequently. As Elizabeth Boa explains:

Özdamar’s native language is Turkish and her literary medium is German. This
position impacts on narrative structure and language: both novels are narrated in
German, but Karawanserei has a monolingual Turkish protagonist whereas in the
second novel the initially Turkish-speaking protagonist learns German. In the first
novel, then, the linguistic divide runs between narrator and protagonist, whereas in
the second there is a convergence. In both cases, however, the German medium is
shot through with echoes of Turkish or of Turkish-German patois so that the
languages enter a kind of marriage in linguistically hybrid texts. Accordingly both
novels are formally hybrid in three ways: there is the auto/fictional generic mix of
fact/fiction or invention/history; there is the two-headed monster of the
narrator/protagonist peculiar to first-person narration; there is the forked tongue of
bi-lingualism. (526)

The use of non-German words to denaturalize the predominant language of narration is a
characteristic shared by many works of migration literature, and a technique used
especially frequently by Özdamar, who often uses a non-German word and then
immediately translates it into German. In the following analysis, I unpack one short and
seemingly simple such example to show the aesthetic repercussions that even two words
of Turkish can have on a primarily German narrative and how the juxtaposition of these
two languages makes different aspects accessible to different audiences. Given the novel’s
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positioning and marketing, it is possible that there are two implied audiences: a German
audience that cannot speak Turkish and a bilingual Turkish-German audience. Though
minute, the example is also paradigmatic, and the approach can be used to analyze
Özdamar’s utilization of the juxtaposition of Turkish and German more broadly. The line
goes: “Mutter sagte: »Saniye Teyze (Tante Saniye), wir sind so nah, wenn du furzt, hören
wir es in unserem neuen Haus«” (159)68 [Mother said: “Saniye Teyze (Tante Saniye) We’re
so close that if you fart, we can hear it in our new house”]. For the non-Turkish reader, it
is easy to see that Saniye Teyze and Tante Saniye are two pairs both meaning “Aunt
Saniye.” It may be easy to write off the inclusion of the Turkish term as incidental, or as
merely adding some local flavor and remind the reader that this narrative is removed
linguistically, temporally, and geographically from her own context. To employ today’s
terms based on interpretations of Friedrich Schleiermacher’s 1813 essay “Ueber die
verschiedenen Methoden des Uebersetzens” [On the Various Methods of Translation],
inclusion of both the Turkish pair and its German translation foreignizes (verfremdet) and
domesticates (einbürgert) the narrative in quick succession.
But even this seemingly simple act has significant structural implications. The
narrator is autodiegetic, meaning that the protagonist and the narrator are the same person.
Yet the narrative occurs in the simple past tense and is narrated in German, a language the
child does not yet speak, indicating a passage of time between the experiencing-I of the
child protagonist and the narrating-I of the adult during which she has learned German, and

68

Despite the fact that there is a published translation, I offer my own annotated translation
in this section in order to point out what is written in German versus what is written in
Turkish. The Turkish segment is italicized.
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thus creating a linguistic information gap between the child and the adult. The appearance
of the translation for the word Turkish word “Teyze,” into the German word “Tante” points
to the assumption of a readership that includes non-Turkish speakers. The more expedient
option would have been not to include the Turkish word at all, and rather introduce the
character simply as “Tante Saniye.” The inclusion of both terms, I argue, points out the
conceit of the text’s German-language narration and indicates a passage of time between
the experiencing-I of the child protagonist and the narrating-I of the adult during which she
has learned German. The linguistic tension that is resolved by the appearance of the
translation is displaced onto a narrative tension between the child focalizer and the adult
narrator.
Just as important, however, is the fact that the aunt’s name, Saniye, remains
untranslated. Saniye means “second” (as in “a moment in time”) in Turkish. When the nonTurkish reader encounters the pairs “Saniye Teyze” and the parenthetical “(Tante Saniye),”
it is clear from context that, despite the reversal in syntax, the two pairs carry the same
meaning. But though the meanings of the two pairs are equivalent, their positioning in the
text indicates their respective values: the Turkish version is privileged both in appearing
first and in not appearing as a parenthetical statement. Returning to the notion of audience,
what is the effect of this juxtaposition on a non-Turkish (or German monolingual) reader
versus a Turkish-German bilingual reader? For the non-Turkish reader, encountering the
foreign term before the German translation causes a delay in comprehension. Thus, this act
of doubled, multilingual narration enacts the meaning of the name––the passage of a
second in time. It forces the monolingual reader to endure, if only for a moment, the sense
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of insecurity that a non-German speaker, such as the novel’s protagonist, would experience
in a German context, such as the book in which her life is narrated.
For the Turkish-speaking reader, the translation of “Teyze,” though superfluous,
points out the untranslated nature and the semantic meaning of the aunt’s name. The
associations this bilingual Turkish-German speaker would have with “Teyze” are
potentially different than with “Tante.” For one thing, it is important that Turkish has
different terms for maternal and paternal family members, shades in meaning that the
general term “Tante” cannot capture. For the Turkish-German speaker, perhaps “Teyze”
was first encountered in a familiar, familial context, whereas “Tante” is used in the broader
German-German context and might have been first learned later in life, such as in school.
Therefore, the pairs resist translation even as they seem to provide it. The reversal of word
order in the presentation of the aunt’s name vis-à-vis her relation to the child as her aunt
also enacts a subtle displacement of the woman’s identity; whereas in Turkish, she is
defined by her name first and her role second, in German, the opposite is true, a fact that
would only become noticeable and relevant by the direct juxtaposition of the two terms.
Equally important is what remains untranslated between these two pairs: the word Saniye,
which is by no means a common name in Turkish. Whereas, for the German reader,
“Saniye” remains a name whose meaning can only be experienced through an unintentional
confrontation with a linguistic lack and the necessity of translation, for the Turkish speaker,
it is the lack of the translation of the name that gives pause. Thus, though the TurkishGerman reader can equally access both words, it is their juxtaposition that emphasizes the
fallibility of the act of translation. The word in one language cannot merely be replaced by
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an equivalent term, because each word carries with it a set of culturally, temporally, and
geographically bound connotations.
For both Turkish-German and monolingual German audiences, though the name
“Saniye” remains untranslated linguistically, its meaning is nevertheless translated
performatively – through the addition of a moment of reflection potentially experienced for
different reasons by Turkish and non-Turkish readers. The juxtaposition of the translated
and the untranslated serves to make visible both the oftentimes invisible Turkishness of the
subtext and the counterintuitively invisible Germanness of the text, which is usually taken
for granted unless analyzed through this narratological lens. As I will also show in my
readings of Stanišić later in this chapter, such ironic juxtapositions appearing as
combinations of translated and untranslated or insufficiently translated concepts serve to
underscore the non-German context of the diegesis despite the German linguistic context
of the story, thus disrupting monolingualism’s reign.

4.5. Linguistic Agency in Tawada’s Das nackte Auge
Tawada’s novel surprisingly features very few words in a language other than
German. Tawada is an author who has famously produced vast and distinct oeuvres in
German and her native language, Japanese. In German, her writing often thematize
language and multi- and translingualism. Das nackte Auge is an especially interesting
example in this context because it is her first work that was composed simultaneously in
German and Japanese. In this sense, Tawada both preempts the act of translation and
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problematizes it, underscoring untranslatability by publishing an ‘original’ version in each
language. Yet, the German version of the text, at least, is overwhelmingly monolingual, in
that it features fewer non-German terms than either Özdamar’s or Stanišić’s novels. Rather
than focusing on the author’s own multilingual writing practice, however, my focus in this
set of close readings is on the protagonist’s linguistic agency.
As examined in Chapter One, the various aspects of the protagonist’s identity,
including her age, gender, race, undocumented status, sexual orientation, and linguistic
ability, impact the kinds of relationships she forms for survival. In her work on Das nackte
Auge and Tawada’s short story “The Shadow Man,” feminist German studies scholar
Beverly Weber attunes us to the “precarious intimacies” 69 presented in Tawada’s works,
which,

reveal the impossible access to Enlightenment projects for racialized others:
citizenship is denied, access to the labor market is prohibited, and education into a
humanist national culture is deemed both necessary and impossible—and thus,
entrance into the proper space of “the human” itself is put into question. Tawada’s
imaginative temporal and spatial intimacies, always linked to physical interpersonal
intimacies, invite a practice of reading that will consider the emergence of
racializations in conjunction with humanism and Enlightenment projects and their
ongoing, but transformed, manifestations and impacts today. (“Yoko Tawada’s
Europe” 63)

The sexual, romantic, and friendship relationships are each tinged by power relations that,
I argue, can be mapped onto the protagonist’s linguistic choices. In my analysis on these

The concept of “precarious intimacies” was further developed by Weber and Stehle in
their article, also cited in Chapter One.
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physical and interpersonal manifestations of power relations in language, I also follow
Soheila Ghaussy’s analysis of Algerian writer Assia Djebar, in which she has argued that
the author’s

specific employment of language as connected with the (female) body inevitably
leads to questions concerning constructions of the female body by and within
discourse as well as the construction of discourse by the body, and it leads to
questions about difference, sexuality, and about what French feminists have called
écriture feminine. (457)

The analysis of two precarious yet intimate relationships, and how the language of each
marks the protagonist’s body, will illuminate the argument. The first is the protagonist’s
relationship with Jörg, the West German man from Bochum who gets her so drunk during
her first night in East Berlin that he is able to kidnap her, unconscious, across the border,
after which he entraps her in a psychologically, physically, and sexually violent
relationship that lasts for about a year until she manages to escape to Paris. The second is
the protagonist’s relationship to French film actress Catherine Deneuve, whose films serve
as vital intertexts and the narratological organizing principle throughout the novel.
Jörg’s deranged attempt to give the protagonist a slice of Western “freedom” by
bringing her to Bochum, of all places, causes the protagonist to engage in this violent
facsimile of a relationship for survival, as he attempts to make her completely dependent
on him while also abusing her. Though Russian is the lingua franca of their relationship,
and though the protagonist does not speak German, Russian words hardly appear in the
narrative. The protagonist’s lack of German knowledge becomes a sticking point for Jörg,
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whose abuse is portrayed in scenes of unspectacular and dreary domesticity. After he cooks
a bland meal, the protagonist remarks that she cannot eat the food:

„Ich finde, das Leben ist sinnlos, wenn mir das Essen nicht schmeckt.” „Du
gewöhnst dich sofort daran.” „Ich kann nicht deutsch sprechen.” „Du wirst es
schnell lernen.” Da ich nichts weiter zu sagen wusste, rief ich einfach: „Ich will
nach Hause! Nach Hause! Nach Hause!” Daran kann ich mich noch erinnern.

“In my opinion, life has no meaning if I don’t like the food.” “You’ll get used to it
right away.” “I don’t speak German.” “It won’t take you long to learn.” Since I
didn’t know what else to say, I simply cried out: “I want to go home! Home!
Home!” This much I still remember. (12)

While the protagonist has been characterized as a passive figure in the scholarship, as
referenced in chapter one of this dissertation, this dialogue shows the protagonist’s disgust
and righteous rage––and, based on the chapter’s title, “Repulsion”––towards her abuser.
Priming the conversation on language with a conversation on food brings forth a
connection between language and the body. Though the diegetic language of their
conversation is Russian, even the mention of learning German provokes strong defiance
from the protagonist. Her refusal to engage with him in German continues throughout their
abusive relationship, and the effect of her anger towards him finds resonance even at the
moment of the narrative’s telling––Daran kann ich mich noch erinnern––a rare example of
narratorial commentary that connects the past experiences of the remembered-I with the
present context of the remembering-I. I read the protagonist’s strong physical and affective
response as linguistic agency; German, in its association with Jörg, recalls the violence and
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disempowerment she experiences at his hands and becomes the idiom of trauma. As his
abuse of her continues, so, too, does his attempt at linguistic conversion.

Jörg sprach häufiger Deutsch zu mir. Ich versuchte, diese Sprache nicht zu lernen.
Denn ich hatte Angst, durch sie für immer an den Ort gefesselt zu werden. Ich
brauchte die Sprache auch nicht zu verstehen. Die Situation und Jörgs Gesicht
zeigten mir deutlich, was er meinte. Er hatte nicht vor, mir diese Sprache
beizubringen. Er schien abzuwarten, bis ich von allein zu einem Teil seiner
vertrauten Umgebung würde, so wie ein neues, zu gut gestärktes Hemd im Laufe
der Zeit geschmeidig wie eine zweite Haut wird.

Jörg spoke German to me more and more often. I was doing my best not to learn
this language. I was afraid it might fetter me to this place forever. I didn’t need to
understand German either. The situation and Jörg’s face showed me clearly what
he meant. He also had no intention of teaching me. Jörg seemed to be waiting for
me to become a part of his familiar surroundings of my own accord, just as a new,
over-starched shirt eventually becomes as supple as a second skin. (pp. 31-32)

Jörg’s communication with the protagonist is described as “zu mir” not “mit mir” [to or at
me rather than with me]. While the previous metalinguistic moment provoked a visceral
response, here, the protagonist responds to his attempts to engage her in German dialogue
with psychological acumen, understanding that prolonging this linguistic game of chicken
allows her to maintain bodily autonomy in the face of sexual exploitation. By relating his
linguistic expectations of her with his hope that she become an unobtrusive and strictly
regulated part of his home and even his own body as a second skin, the gendered power
dynamics come to the fore. Thus the protagonist’s lack of linguistic Bildung should be seen
as a choice rather than a character flaw. While she cannot yet escape the cause of her
trauma, her refusal to engage with her abuser in his own vernacular, and instead equalize
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the playing field by speaking in Russian, a language in which she has superior linguistic
ability, allows her to challenge his dominance over her. Russian also facilitates a
connection, however tenuous, to her homeland further in the East. Her linguistic refusal
can be further seen as a refusal to submit to white supremacist patriarchy and compulsory
heterosexuality,70 foreshadowing the queer potentialities that French will provide in Paris.
Which brings me to the protagonist’s second central relationship with Catherine
Deneuve. Whereas her refusal to learn German allows the protagonist to maintain her
separation from Jörg, her interest in learning French reveals the type of intimacy she seeks
out. Much has been remarked of the protagonist’s obsession with Deneuve’s films, which
facilitates a connection to Paris––to the space of the cinema which becomes her most
consistent home throughout her nine year sojourn, and to the French language. It is through
translating a profile of Deneuve in a French film magazine with the aid of a French-Russian
dictionary that the protagonist begins learning French. Language and body are combined
yet again, but whereas German was the language of violent patriarchy, French becomes the
language of queer encounter and queer discovery. It is the language in which she has her
first homosexual experience, when her lack of understanding of French and her sexual
naïveté combine to cause her to pick up a female prostitute. And it is also the language of
her ästhetische Erziehung, as her viewing of French films focuses her naked eye into a
queer gaze and allows her to carve out a semblance of self-determination within the
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I refer here to the concept that Adrienne Rich has developed in her 1980 essay
“Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Experience,” where she describes the various
social structures in place that discourage or make impossible romantic relationships
between women and enforce heterosexuality as the standard regardless of sexual identity
or preference.
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precarity of a gendered, racialized and undocumented experience of the Parisian cityscape.
French also has a largely homosocial function throughout the text, as the majority of her
French interlocutors are women. Indeed, when men interfere in her French learning
process, things usually go haywire.
But there are also real limits to the protagonist’s language choice. While I have
characterized the protagonist’s refusal to engage with German as a sign of her linguistic
agency, I also acknowledge that this agency is limited by the narratological fact of the
book’s appearance in German. Thus, linguistic and narrative agency are, at least in the
German-language version, not in a one to one relationship, but rather carefully negotiated
and renegotiated throughout the novel. On the other hand, French, which I have portrayed
as the language of queer encounter and aesthetic self-determination, is also the language of
colonial encounter, as the extended engagement with Deneuve’s film Indochine makes
clear. Thus, by portraying language choice within a complex web of positionalities, the text
reframes the gendered colonial encounter while offering a glimpse of both the potentialities
and limitations of queer postcoloniality. The analysis of Tawada’s narrative thus adds
further dimensions to the physicalized power dynamics explored in the communication
between children and adults as portrayed by examples drawn from Keun’s and Canetti’s
narratives. Although the protagonist of Tawada’s text is several years older than Kully and
the child Canetti, as a racialized figure navigating the world without the protection of either
her parents or legal status, she is arguably more vulnerable in certain ways than the
aforementioned. Furthermore, bringing Tawada into conversation with the discussion of
Özdamar’s Die Brücke vom goldenen Horn from Chapter Two, it can be seen that lack of
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language learning can be an intentional boundary setting, a productive politics of refusal
to communicate that empowers their development into young women who expect bodily
autonomy and freedom to express their sexuality as they desire. Through these varied
examples, it becomes clear that linguistic agency, even when limited by intersectional
factors, can be a powerful force of self-actualization.

4.6. Multilingual Humor and Trauma in Stanišić’s Grammofon (2006)

One of the key reasons behind both Stanišić’s popularity and his critical acclaim is
his use of humor in his portrayal of trauma. Humor can be used to process and work through
painful memories by “provid[ing] moments of relief, alleviating the emotional pain of the
survivor/victim of trauma and moderat[ing] the tension of the traumatic experience”
(Papazoglou 317). Stanišić sees humor as an integral formal element in his portrayal of
tragic events “um diese schwierige Situation zu überstehen und […] ein poetologisches
Mittel um zu zeigen, wir können hier noch was außer Leiden und Bedrücktsein” (Nix) [in
order to survive this difficult situation and […] a poetological technique to show that we
can still accomplish something besides for suffering and being oppression]. The use of
humor to portray a violent and traumatic past is a common trend in both Bosnian and
German contemporary cultures. Anna Sheftel argues that, in post-conflict Bosnia and
Herzegovina, “dark humor is an especially subversive form of counter-memory,” because
“[l]aughing about why the war happened, what it meant, and where it left the Bosnian
people gives us ‘a better answer than the real answer’” (145; 155). Humor, whether through
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irony, satire, the absurd, or slapstick may provide a welcome break from the monotony of
trauma and constitute a political statement in its own right. According to Beronja and
Vervaet, scholars should highlight the memory work of innovative contemporary authors
and artists by “exploring the ways in which post-Yugoslav cultural practices mobilize
memory for a politics of hope” (3). Thus, the use of humor to work through trauma may be
seen within the broader trend by post-Yugoslavian writers to move beyond clichéd
historiographies and aesthetic forms in working through painful histories. Complex
representations by Bosnian authors are vital to understanding the trajectory of the twentieth
century, which Susan Sontag, reflecting on the twin traumas of the assassination of
Archduke Ferdinand and the Bosnian War famously proclaimed “began and ended in
Sarajevo” (Danchev xii).
Sara

Michel

comments

on

Grammofon’s

“Mehrsprachigkeit

und

die

Vielstimmigkeit in Form und Inhalt” (143) [multilingualism and the polyvocalism in form
and content] achieved through:

das Sprachspiel mit Mustern der Erst- und Zweitsprache, durch Verfremdungen
und Übertreibungen, durch Ironie und sprachliche Ohnmacht als Ausdruck des
drohenden Versagens der Sprache angesichts düsterer existenzieller
Lebenserfahrungen sowie durch die Verschränkung von Tragik und Komik. (141)

the language games featuring models from the first and second languages, through
alienation and exaggeration, through irony and linguistic impotence as an
expression of the threat of the breakdown of language in the face of melancholy
existential life experiences as well as through the entanglement of tragedy and
comedy.
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Matthes and Williams include Stanišić in their study of exophonic and emigré perspectives
on the Bosnian War that are shaped by “physical and linguistic displacement” and writing
for a “double audience” that results in “bi-focal narratives” (27).
A narratological analysis reveals important insights into how language is used to
evoke humor and create productive tension between narrative levels. Though the book is
generally narrated by an autodiegetic narrator, meaning that the protagonist is also the
narrator, his friends and family members often serve as narrators within the diegesis, during
which the protagonist acts as the interlocutor to their vocalized memories. At the book’s
halfway point, the form changes for approximately fifty pages, becoming a memoiric text
written by Aleksandar himself, further troubling the distinction between author, narrator,
and protagonist. Several scholars have written on the impact of these complex narration
strategies. Norbert Wichard connects the geographical placement of the text in Central
Europe with its narratological ambivalence, claiming, “[d]as mehrfach neu ansetzende
Erzählen im Roman kann vor dem Hintergrund

Mitteleuropas

als

eine

Multiperspektivität gelesen werden” (167) [the narration, which restarts several times
throughout the novel, can be read against the backdrop of Central Europe as a multiperspectival entity], while Špela Virant rightly notes that the “erzähltechnische
Interventionen häufen sich, je mehr sich das Erzählte von den Erinnerungen an die
vermeintlich glückliche Kindheit entfernt und versucht, die Wahrnehmung des Kriegs und
der Emigration wiederzugeben” (287) [narratological interventions become more frequent
as the narrated gets further away from the memories of a supposedly happy childhood and
instead tries to portray the experience of war and emigration] (287). Alexandra Ludewig
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describes the narrator as a “(Wort)-Künstler” (“Europäische Utopien” 66) [(word)-artist],
while Hitzke and Payne interpret his “acts of fabrication as fundamental probing of the
event of language,” revealing the “impossibilities of speech about displacement taking
place” (197). Lastly, Biti advances a convincing argument that draws parallels between
linguistic and narratological splitting: “with multiple and discontinuous mediations, his
[Stanišić’s] remembrance is polyvocal and split, interlaced with mistranslation and selfinvention” (54). The novel’s complex narrative instance creates a simultaneous unity and
separation between focalizer-protagonist and narrator, which allows for moments in which
both the child’s lack of knowledge and understanding of the world around him and his
increasing fluency in multiple linguistic and cultural codes, a process of development Rock
terms his “sprachliche[s] Erwachsenwerden” (6) [linguistic coming of age], are subtly
underscored.
A brief example illustrates the benefit of using this narratological method to analyze
the novel’s multilingualism. Even before it begins, Stanišić’s book introduces itself as a
multilingual text: the author dedicates his book to his parents, with the words appearing
first in German, then in the author’s and protagonist’s first language, Serbo-Croatian. This
paratextual dedication differs from Aleksandar’s own at the beginning of “Als alles gut
war,” which appears only in German as “Für meinen Opa Slavko” (158). This choice
suggests a less explicitly bilingual text, one that is written diegetically in German. The
difference in paratextual markers between the novel and the book within a book subtly
reveals the protagonist’s self-image as a writer in German. However, the memoir looks
back at life prior to his exile to Germany, meaning that the events from this section occurred
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in Serbo-Croatian. German serves as a means for Aleksander to reframe his engagement
with a traumatic past. Despite the appearance of a “new” book, the pagination of the entire
text is continuous, suggesting a continuity of form. As Galli astutely summarizes, the
complex narrative instance can be described as “eine Pseudo-Metadiegese analyptischer
Art […] da wir einen homodiegetischen und autodiegetischen Erzähler haben, der
innerhalb einer Erzählung zweiten Grades nicht nur als Erzähler, sondern gleichsam als
‘Autor’ operiert (58) [a pseudo-metadiegisis in an analyptic style […] because we have a
homodiegetic and autodiegetic narrator, who, within the narrative in the second degree,
operates both as narrator and as “author”]. These narratological choices blur the boundaries
between author, narrator, and protagonist.
Implementing this narratological approach more broadly, it is evident that one of
the ways in which the novel emphasizes the distinction between focalizer-protagonist and
narrator is in its utilization of humorous multilingual moments, which makes a
straightforward, monolingual interpretation of the text impossible. The multiplicity of
readings available through the novel’s narrative and linguistic complexity––and the power
relations and histories they enact––brings to mind Mikhail Bakhtin’s definition of the novel
in The Dialogic Imagination as “a diversity of social speech types (sometimes even
diversity of languages) and a diversity of individual voices, artistically organized” (262).
The variety of speech patterns expressed by “authorial speech, the speeches of narrators,
inserted genres, [and] the speech of characters” creates “movement of the theme through
different languages and speech types, its dispersion into the rivulets and droplets of social
heteroglossia, [and] its dialogization” (262–63). Heteroglossia, both in terms of diversity
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of voices speaking and in the languages they speak, is a defining feature of Stanišić’s
Bildungsroman. So, too, is the utilization of hybrid utterances, which Bakhtin defines as
“an utterance that belongs, by its grammatical (syntactic) and compositional markers, to a
single speaker, but that actually contains mixed within it two utterances, two speech
manners, two styles, two ‘languages,’ two semantic and axiological belief systems” (304).
Although Aleksander’s childhood years are experienced diegetically in Serbo-Croatian, the
primary language of narration throughout the novel is German. The distinction between the
language of experience and the language and narration creates moments of humorous
tension that subtly point toward the language learning process that has taken place between
the past––focalized through the child’s eyes––and the present––told in the words of the
young adult narrator. When the protagonist moves to a German-speaking context, this
language learning process is portrayed comedically, which simultaneously belies and
underscores the role of German as the language of the articulation of trauma.
Humor that hinges on multilingualism and that enables a process of working
through trauma is one of ironic juxtaposition, an approach in line with Arthur
Schopenhauer’s theorization of laughter in Die Welt als Wille und Vorstellung as occurring
“aus der plötzlich wahrgenommenen Inkongruenz zwischen einem Begriff und den realen
Objekten, die durch ihn, in irgend einer Beziehung, gedacht worden waren, und es ist selbst
eben nur der Ausdruck dieser Inkongruenz” (70) [“the sudden perception of the incongruity
between a concept and the real objects which have been thought through it in some relation,
and laugher itself is just the expression of this incongruity” (95)]. The incongruence
between Serbo-Croatian and German, between various linguistic registers present in hybrid
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utterances, and between the horrors of war and the hilarity of adolescence characterizes
Stanišić’s comedic landscape and generates an idiom through which to articulate trauma
and its aftermath. Such narrative complexities, brought to the fore by linguistic choices,
become apparent through close readings of key passages that demonstrate this process of
multilingual and metalingual play. The humorous scenarios Stanišić presents in his novel,
which are always connected to the traumas of war, genocide, and exile, demonstrate how
Serbo-Croatian is domesticated as it is embedded within a German-language narrative and
how German is foreignized through the process of translingual negotiation.
My first close reading is of a passage in which both Serbo-Croatian and German
appear. Before delving in, it is important to consider Serbo-Croatian’s own internal
polylingualism as it relates to identity across time and space. Whether one considers SerboCroatian a “term of convenience” (Browne) to refer collectively to closely related but
distinct languages spoken by various ethnic groups of former Yugoslavia, or a legitimate
language of which the aforementioned varieties are merely dialects, might depend on one’s
ethnic or religious affiliation, political ideology, national identity, and/or the given moment
in time.71 The start of Stanišić’s narrative in 1991 marks a crucial period of linguistic
division coinciding with burgeoning nationalist movements. As Greenberg explains, “[a]s
long as the unified state continued, the unified Serbo-Croatian language could retain its
symbolic unifying function, despite the increase in pluricentricity of the language, but once

71. Incidentally, German philologist Jacob Grimm coined the term “Serbo-Croatian” in
1824 (Browne).
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the political structure fractured, the same language acquired new names and definitions”
(19).
In the passage, which appears in a chapter whose title teases that it will portray “wie
es sein kann, dass ein Krieg zu einem Fest kommt” (32) [“how a war can come to a party”
(26)], Stanišić’s protagonist, Aleksander, attends a party at his great-grandparents’ home
on the occasion of his Uncle Miki joining the Serbian army and going off to fight. The
festivities include music played by a live band, a seemingly harmless diversion that
suddenly and dramatically reveals the historic ethnic and political tensions at the very root
of the escalating conflict: Kamenko, a Serbian nationalist and Uncle Miki’s best friend,
brings the music to a halt by sticking a pistol into the trumpet’s bell and screaming: “So
eine Musik in meinem Dorf! Sind wir hier in Veletovo oder in Istanbul? Sind wir Menschen
oder Zigeuner? Unsere Könige und Helden sollt ihr besingen, unsere Schlachten und den
serbischen Großstaat!” (45) [“Music like that in my village? Are we in Veletovo or are we
in Istanbul? Are we decent folk or are we gypsies? You ought to be singing the praises of
our kings and heroes, our battles, the great Serbian state” (41)]. The enraged Kamenko then
shoots the trumpeter in the ear as the rest of the partygoers fail to calm him down.
Aleksander’s great-grandfather, who had fallen asleep mid-song and managed to
snore through the shouting and the gunshot, wakes up and continues singing the song
Kamenko had interrupted, the popular sevdalinka “Emina,” his absurd act thus humorously
breaking the narrative tension. The great-grandfather’s rendition of a romantic song of
longing and desire during this dangerous moment creates an unexpected distraction,
literally disarming Kamenko as the other men take this opportunity to throw him to the
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ground and seize the pistol. The great-grandfather sings the original Serbo-Croatian lyrics,
which are followed by brief German glosses by the narrator (50-51), allowing a
juxtaposition of the protagonist’s language of early childhood experience with the language
of his later adolescence and adulthood. As such, the narration of this scene indicates not
just a difference in language, but also the passage of time that has instigated a difference
in the kinds of knowledge accessible to the child protagonist and his older counterpart, the
narrator. Though the reader has partial access to the Serbo-Croatian song lyrics through the
narratorial intervention of translation, this access is incomplete and delayed. The delay of
the non-Bosnian reader’s understanding of the song can be read as mirroring the child
protagonist’s own delayed gratification––his inability to wholly understand the source and
meaning of the ethnic conflict, and lack of access to the knowledge necessary to do so. The
tension between what is being said through the lyrics and what is left unsaid in the men’s
seething rage––and between what is translated by the narrator and what is not––creates an
absurd comedic moment. As Bühler-Dietrich points out, the song, which is a setting of the
eponymous poem by Aleksa Šantić, portrays a Bosnian (Muslim) girl, Emina Koluder (née
Sefić), through the romantic gaze of the Bosnian Serb (Christian) author and can be
interpreted as a “Relikt einer panslawischen Utopie vom Anfang des 20. Jahrhunderts” (5)
[relict of an early twentieth-century pan-Slavic utopia]. Thus, its use as a soundtrack to
“den ersten Ausbruch der ethnischen Feindseligkeiten” [the first outbreak of ethnic
hostility] foreshadows the greater conflicts on the horizon (Bühler-Dietrich 5). The sound
of the great-grandfather’s voice soaring above the tumult in an expression of interethnic
desire can be read furthermore as a voice of dissent against the conflict, pointing towards
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the promise of a peaceful utopia that will inevitably remain as unfulfilled as the love
between the singer and Emina remains unrequited.
Yet despite the strong Serbo-Croatian and Bosnian cultural context, linguistically,
the supremacy of German within the narration is emphasized both by its coexistence with
the Serbo-Croatian material, and even more so, by the colloquial usage of German by
Kamenko, who, with his face literally up against a wall, pants, “isjagut … lass … isgut!”
(51) [“gasps: it’s okay … let go … it’s okay!” (48)]. The narrator’s lack of adherence to
standard orthography in presenting this character’s words creates an interesting tension
between the colloquial speech, which, in the protagonist’s experience, would have occurred
in Serbo-Croatian, and the standard German of the majority of the narrative. This is an
example of a hybrid utterance that allows multiple layers of the German meaning to
become apparent simultaneously, brought to the fore through the multilingual SerboCroatian/German context. The ambivalent effect is further emphasized when the
grandfather says “hachja” after discarding Kamenko’s gun in the stable’s pile of manure.
The narrator reflects that “[e]s gibt für manches keine Erklärung, es gibt das Hachja” (51)
[There’s no explanation for a lot of things, there’s the that’s it” (49)]. This usage is even
more strange and comical, because it alters the standard way in which the phrase “ach ja”
is pronounced. It is thus marked as both a foreign term within the Serbo-Croatian context
of the scene and as a colloquialism within the standard German orthography of the text.
The term seems to offer a metalevel non-explanation for its appearance. Serbo-Croatian
appears both in its own right through the song lyrics and translated dialogue into German
slang. Despite Stanišić’s rejection of the immigrant writer’s role as linguistic innovator,
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these moments of tension certainly enrich, if not German as a whole, certainly the standard
German in which the majority of the novel is narrated.
Two brief passages provide further insight into the humor of Aleksander’s youthful
linguistic naiveté and indicate to the reader that the protagonist still has much to learn. In
the first, Aleksander chats with his uncle Walross’s girlfriend, who says of Walross:

Männer mit […] so einem […] Arsch imponieren mir. Ups! Darfst du
[Aleksander] schon solche Wörter benutzen?
Imponieren? Ich bin Jugoslawe!
Walross lachte und Milica lachte. (95-96)
I’m impressed by men with […] an arse like that in their trousers. Oops!
Are you allowed to use such words here?
Like impressed? I’m a Yugoslavian!
Walrus laughed, and Milica laughed. (99)

The humor of the scene hinges on Aleksander’s apparent unawareness of the
inappropriateness of “Arsch,” and his focus instead on “imponieren.” His protestation that
he be allowed to use the word because he is Yugoslavian suggests a connection between
nationality and linguistic register which apparently overrides differences on the basis of
age. Yet if he does not know the meaning of the word Milica meant, then he inadvertently
verifies her suspicion that he is not old enough to use it. A much more high-stakes example
of linguistic misunderstanding is when the family decides to escape Yugoslavia for
Germany. When the soldier at the Serbian border asks them if they have any weapons in
the car, Aleksander’s father replies,
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ja, Benzin und Streichholzer. Die beiden [soldier and father] lachten, und wir
durften weiterfahren. Ich verstand nicht, was daran komisch war, und meine Mutter
sagte: ich bin die Waffe, die sie suchen. Ich fragte: warum fahren wir dem Feind in
die Arme?, und musste versprechen, in den nächsten zehn Jahren keine Fragen
mehr zu stellen (131).

yes, gasoline and matches. The two of them laughed and we were allowed to drive
on. I didn’t see what was so funny about that, and my mother said: I’m the weapon
they’re looking for. I asked: why are we driving into the enemy’s arms? and then I
had to promise not to ask any more questions for the next ten years. (139)

Aleksander neither understands why his mother, a Bosniak, is a weapon, or why the family
has decided to drive into the arms of the enemy––the Serbs. Crucially, he does not
understand the humor of the situation, nor does he understand the power of his father’s
joke intended to diffuse a potentially dangerous situation for the family.
The third close reading is of the young protagonist’s first narrated encounter with
the German language, which occurs while talking with his friend, Zoran, who is obsessed
with Austria because of the perceived beauty of its women. Zoran keeps a black-and-white
photograph of an Austrian woman in his pocket and shows it to Aleksander, who replies
that she looks like Bruce Lee. 72 The two continue staring at the picture while Zoran coos
in his accented German:

72. The city of Mostar, Bosnia-Herzegovina erected a statue of Bruce Lee in 2005, with
one city representative remarking: “That’s a hero from our childhood […] He is not
Orthodox; he is not Moslem; he is not Catholic; he is not Jewish. It makes him an ideal
hero for us” (Siegel). Coincidentally, the eponymous Emina Koluder (Sefić) portrayed by
the aforementioned poem “Emina” has also been immortalized by a statue in Mostar.
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Grissgott, flüstert er zu dem Foto und küsst die Ecke, in der in
geschwungenen Buchstaben Hissi oder Sissi zu lesen ist. Grissgott, kiss die Hand,
scheene Frau! Zorans Lippen sind leicht vorgeschoben, wenn er Österreichisch
spricht, gespitzt für einen kleinen Kuss. Kiss die Hand, hibsche Frau, kiss die Hand!
Kung Fu! (58)

Grüss Gott, he whispers to the photo, kissing the corner where you can see
Hissi or Sissi or something written with a flourish. Grüss Gott, kiss your hand,
lovely lady! Zoran’s lips are slightly pursed when he tries talking like an Austrian,
pursed for a little kiss. Kiss your hand, pretty lady, kiss your hand! Kung fu! (5657)

As in the first example, the humor is achieved through the incongruous utilization of two
completely different registers of German simultaneously, as well as the insertion of the
non-German non sequitur “kung fu” into the dialogue. Because the majority of the text is
already narrated in German, the humor is derived by a sudden switch to a non-native,
accented, or colloquial register, underscoring both the protagonist’s lack of German
linguistic knowledge at this point in the narrative and the fact that the narrative appears in
German despite occurring diegetically primarily in Serbo-Croatian. Thus, the narrator can
present the passage of time and the altered epistemological state of his protagonist from
non-German speaker to fluency.
It is crucial to note that Zoran’s German is not accented due to his non-native speech
pattern, for he does not try to speak High German, but rather Austrian German. As an area
formerly part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Aleksander’s hometown exists on the
peripheries of Austrianness, and, by extension, of the German language. Thus, for Bosnian345

Serbs, Austrian German is the language of the former imperial power. Belongingness to
the Austrian-German linguistic context was drawn across strict ethnic lines after the fall of
the empire (Busch 202), while the end of this “foreign domination” spurred nationalistic
language purification projects across the Balkans (Greenberg 9). Therefore, it is unlikely
the case that the boys’ use of Austrian German is meant to reveal a strong affinity for the
former imperial power, though it does point toward Bosnia-Herzogovina’s status as a
peripheral part of that empire. Yet Stanišić’s embedding of the Austrian German within a
High German context simultaneously pokes fun at the non-standard form this language
takes. Given the narrator’s remark that the name “Hissi oder Sissi” appears in the corner of
the photograph, it is likely that the woman portrayed is Romy Schneider,  star of the 1955
blockbuster Sissi about Empress Elisabeth of Austria. Sissi, a wildly popular post-war
Heimatfilm, was an “attempt to remind Germans of an innocence lost […] reviving a
nostalgic love of nation via the Bavarian Sissi who represents a more civilized and humane
form of government than the barbarism of the Nazis” (Schlipphacke 134). It is worth noting
here that someone who represents a beloved leader of a former empire is lusted after by
characters who are unknowingly witnessing the final years of their own. Zoran’s
exaggerated “Österreichisch” underscores that the legacy is not one of former rule per se,
but rather by Austria successfully offering itself up for consumption of the form of a
kitschy, staged version of its former glory, a legacy that has been facilitated through
popular cinema, allowing its consumption and appropriation in global youth culture and its
surprising juxtaposition with Bruce Lee’s kung fu. Thus, the boys’ play-acting of the
Austrian imperial role serves to both diffuse and underscore the violent histories shared by
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the empire and its Serbian and Bosnian subjects. Despite the humorous and amorous
context, the use of Austrian German can thus be read as harkening back to the trauma of
the fall of one multiethnic state––Austria-Hungary––and foreshadows the trauma of the
fall of another––Yugoslavia. Ironically and unbeknownst to Aleksander at the present
diegetic moment, the impending war that causes the fall of the latter will force him to learn
German in the near future. Bühler-Dietrich asserts that the war in Yugoslavia takes the
place of World War II as the central historical locus of trauma in German-language texts
by post-Yugoslavian writers (2). This passage, however, suggests that these traumas are
always in conversation with each other––a conversation that, like both Sissi and Hitler,
expresses itself in a Bavarian-Austrian accent. It also fulfills Haines’ claim that texts
portraying eastern European viewpoints can “open the host literatures—German, Austrian
and Swiss—to longer historical perspectives and alternative narratives of Europe in which
the Third Reich and communism are but the latest examples of empires” (“Eastern Turn”
142). The continuity between these traumas is emphasized in another comedic moment
involving a German-language cultural reference years later, when Zoran says in a phone
conversation to Aleksander during the war that “[d]er Tod ist ein Meister aus Deutschland,
er ist gerade ein Weltmeister aus Bosnien” (145) [“Death is a German champion and a
Bosnian outright world champion” (156)]. Zoran thus uses a key refrain from Paul Celan’s
haunting post-Shoah poem “Todesfuge” (1948) [Death Fugue] as intertextual gallows
humor, as though murdering one’s own people were comparable to the soccer world cup,
thus providing a parallel “between Celan’s use of language as a means to ironize aspects
of cultural history […] and Zoran’s ironic use of sporting language” (Matthes and Williams
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39). This juxtaposition comprises a hybrid utterance, as the slippage of high and low
cultural references serves both to underscore the severity of the war in its connection to the
Holocaust and to cut the tension with humorous incongruity. A Jew from Bukovina,
Celan’s own dual location at the Eastern peripheries of the German language and the center
of the German post-war canon makes him the ideal interlocutor for Zoran’s report on the
war from the inside for Aleksander on the outside, in Germany. Trauma expressed in the
German language becomes the common idiom, facilitating the articulation of Yugoslavian
trauma.73

Conclusion
In this chapter, I analyzed the portrayal of language learning and multilingual
expression on both the intradiegetic and extradiegetic levels of narration. While the
protagonists are often unable to decide their migration trajectories, they are able to gain
control of their stories––and the narration thereof––through careful language use. Although
linguistic agency was figured differently in each of these works, it is clear in each case that
language learning and intentional use of various languages in different contexts empowers
the protagonists. Far from the ineffable and oftentimes speechless Mignon, these
protagonists’ access to multiple languages allows them to raise their voices, even if their
words are not always heard or respected by the adults around them. Although their youth

73. This is similar to Leslie Adelson’s theorization of the appropriation of the Holocaust
by Turkish-German writers to work through the trauma of the Armenian genocide.
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often gives them little agency over other aspects of their lives, it is their particular role as
child and adolescent language learners that counterintuitively empowers them to create
multilingual, multiplicitous selves in the face of societies––and a literary genre––that
demands a cohesive and unified identity.
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CONCLUSION

In this dissertation, I have analyzed the works of eight authors whose young
protagonists come of age in different linguistic, cultural, and national contexts, yet whose
narratives have much in common both thematically and structurally, thus forming a
subgenre I have termed the modern transnational Bildungsroman in German. I have
identified and analyzed five major areas of Bildung undergone by the protagonists that
characterize this subgenre: the development of diegetic and narrative forms of agency;
formal and informal educational experiences; the loss of the Urheimat and the attempt to
recover it or find an alternate Wahlheimat; language learning and the development of
linguistic agency; and diverse forms of creative praxis. The protagonists display resilience,
ingenuity, and grit in the face of difficult interpersonal, historical, and sociopolitical
challenges. Their diegetic and extradiegetic reclaiming of agency through the act of cultural
expression and narration is a powerful response to the multilayered disempowerment
experienced at various stages of their journeys.
Although the protagonists I analyze face obstacles due to migration, and although
they have identities that are refracted by the multiplicity of linguistic and cultural modes
in which they become fluent, I have not intended to suggest that they are “problem”
children. There are many scholarly texts that do characterize young hyphenated individuals
in this manner, such as an article detailing the supposed “failed integration” of young
individuals of immigrant heritage living in the multiethnic neighborhood of Neukölln,
Berlin, as portrayed in recent documentary films:
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Their in-between status remains unsettling and their disaffection repeatedly brings
them into conflict with the dominant German society. […] For the most part, these
films not only illustrate the rejection of these antagonistic youths by, and their
confrontation with, mainstream German society, but also the sympathy some
German teenagers feel for the cause of the ethnic outsider. (Ludewig,
“Documenting self-loathing” 277)

This framework puts the onus on young individuals who are already marginalized to
relinquish their hard-won forms of self-articulation and acquiesce to a strict model of
German identity that neither includes nor empowers them. In my own study, on the
contrary, I have aimed to show that these protagonists come of age in societies that are
ready to reject them based on their alleged incompatibility with the hegemonic ideal. A
failure of integration reflects far more about the discriminatory society in which these
protagonists come of age than it does the alleged inability of these young people to
integrate.
Analysis of the modern transnational Bildungsroman in German offers insights into
a complex set of negotiations that pertain to the experience of a protagonist who is both
young and a migrant. These novels portray the tensions between discovering the self both
within and in opposition to normative attitudes; between conforming to expectations of
integration and being rejected on the basis of one’s intersecting positionalities; between
gaining acceptance within a society and dismantling the legitimacy of the structures that
define and police acceptability. In sum, the question the genre poses is: How does one work
toward achieving a model of selfhood that would reject oneself from the very premise of
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achieving it? Each of the eight protagonists I analyzed responds to these tensions in a
variety of ways; yet they all share the ability to strive, over and over again, to create
strategies of self-development, self-expression, and self-advocacy wherever possible.
By highlighting the complex narratological techniques used to portray the comingof-age process in its transnational, multilingual, and cross-cultural complexities, I have
added nuance to the understanding of both the specific overlapping context of twentiethand twenty-first-century German-language migration narratives and Bildungsromane and
the broader contexts of migration and coming-of-age narratives written in other languages
and German-language literature beyond the specific scopes of migration or Bildung. These
works reveal the aesthetic and political potentialities of the Bildungsroman genre in its
modern and contemporary transnational form while simultaneously returning “home” to
German, the uncanny language of its first articulations.
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